Overview

People who can produce well-written business communications have a real advantage in the workplace. According to some surveys, many employers consider good writing skills to be the most important quality in a job candidate. Such skills can be even more important than work experience. On the job, well-written communication leads to success for the business and for you. This course provides you with the information and practice you need to produce successful business-style writing. 

The goal of this course is to enable you to produce business writing that achieves its purpose. The course is divided into four lessons. Lesson 1 describes the process of organization. Lesson 2 discusses appropriate writing style and tone. Lesson 3 explains how to write successful memos, email, and letters. Lesson 4 shows you how to create accurate short business reports. 

Each lesson includes section reviews and interactive exercises. The exercises present real-life business situations in which you practice the writing skills presented in the lesson. 

To complete the course, you are required to submit four assignments, one at the end of each lesson. Follow the instructions for submitting assignments that appear on each assignment page and in the Welcome Letter.  

If you're ready to learn how to produce good business writing, start Lesson 1.

Lesson 2: Writing Style

Lesson 1 emphasized that successful business writers collect and organize information before writing. Moreover, it explained how to transform information into a well-constructed paragraph. This lesson discusses the importance of word choice and tone, which together make up a writer's style. 

This lesson presents nine items of advice for using proper business writing style. Five deal with word choice and four deal with tone. The ability to use a professional writing style enables you to produce business communication that works to achieve a goal.

Objectives

After completing this lesson, you will be able to

a.
Choose business-appropriate words

b.
Use an appropriate writing tone

Key Terms

The following terms appear in this lesson. Familiarize yourself with their meanings so you can recognize them in your course work and your own writing.

abbreviation:
 a shortened form of a written word or phrase, for example, Dr. for Doctor
acronym: a label formed from the beginnings of each of the major parts of a term, for example, NATO for North Atlantic Treaty Organization or FBI for Federal Bureau of Investigation 

active voice: a grammatical form in which the subject of the sentence performs the action

buzzword: an important-sounding and usually technical word or phrase, often of little meaning, chiefly used to impress people outside a particular group

jargon: the technical vocabulary of a special activity or group

passive voice: a grammatical form in which the subject of the sentence is not the direct performer of the action

slang: an informal, nonstandard vocabulary

Word Choice
Choosing the right words helps you produce business communication that works to achieve a goal. This section presents five items of advice about word choice, as follows:


1.
Use short, familiar, and descriptive words.


2.
Avoid slang, jargon, and buzzwords.


3.
Avoid abbreviations and acronyms unless you're sure the receiver knows them.


4.
Do not misuse apostrophe-s.


5.
Use the correct word.

Now study the explanations and examples for each of these suggestions.

1. Use short, familiar, and descriptive words.

The English language contains hundreds of thousands of words. It has been described as the richest language in the world, because many words have very similar meanings. In business, your goal is to quickly convince, describe, or report. It makes sense, therefore, to use words that are most familiar to most people. Creative writers may use rich, unique words. Business writers, on the other hand, succeed when they find the simplest, most common words. Another way to suggest the use of common words is to use plain English.

Study the following pairs of words. The first word in each pair is longer and may be more abstract; the second is shorter and more common. Generally, your writing will achieve its purpose more successfully when you use the shorter, more common word.

currently
now

initiate
start or begin

indicate
show

inquire
ask

provide
give

assist
help

endeavor
try

obtain
get

Compare the following pairs of sentences, each labeled (a) and (b). Which sentence of each pair is easier to read quickly? 

a.
Employees should endeavor to provide assistance to shoppers who seem confused.

b.
Employees should try to help shoppers who seem confused.

a.
Inquire at the office about obtaining health and life insurance.

b.
Ask at the office about getting health and life insurance.

Most people would agree that the (b) sentence of each pair is more direct and easier to read. Unlike writing meant for publication or scholarship, business writing does not need to be sophisticated. The purpose of business writing is to communicate information clearly and quickly. You are more likely to achieve this when you keep your words short, familiar, and descriptive.

2. Avoid slang, jargon, and buzzwords.

Slang is too casual to be used in business writing. Slang varies by age, gender, and culture, so the meaning of a slang word may not be clear to a large or international audience. Because some slang is used frequently in speech, it may be hard to recognize as something to avoid in writing. Slang is inappropriate in business writing, even though you may find such words defined in a dictionary. In the following examples, a slang word is replaced by one that is more acceptable: 


ace

Jack Bowman is an ace salesperson.

Jack Bowman is a very good salesperson.


awesome

Ms. Wright has an awesome idea for getting more clients.

Ms. Wright has an excellent idea for getting more clients.


call

The director made a good call about this quarter's profits.

The director made a good prediction about this quarter's profits.


glitch

The program has a glitch.

The program has a defect.


intense

The meeting was intense.

The meeting was serious.


hyper

The clerk doesn't need to get hyper.

The clerk doesn't need to get overly excited or overly concerned.


cool

This is a cool place to work.

This is a good place to work.


sharp

He's sharp.

He's intelligent.

Jargon is vocabulary with special meaning to people in a trade or profession. A special vocabulary exists for most professions and trades. To people outside of an area of expertise, however, the jargon can be misunderstood or meaningless. For example, for most people the word motion is a simple word meaning movement. In the legal profession, however, motion can mean an application to a judge. Likewise, to a person in the film or television industry, the term storyboard is useful, as it refers to a series of panels that show changes in scenes. To anyone else, however, it is jargon. Use jargon only if you are certain your readers are familiar with the meaning. To make sure your message is clear, it's best to define a jargon word the first time you use it. 

Similarly, a buzzword is a word or phrase that usually sounds important and is used primarily to impress people outside a particular group. An example is the term green technology, which is used to describe environmentally sound methods for energy production. The word veggie is a food industry buzzword that means a dish prepared with no meat or fish.

Good business writers avoid using slang, jargon, and buzzwords because their readers may not understand the words. Moreover, the use of such words reflects poorly on the writer. Readers generally do not appreciate trendy words or phrases when straightforward vocabulary will do. 
3. Avoid abbreviations and acronyms unless you're sure the receiver knows them.

As a business writer, consider whether your audience is familiar with an abbreviation or acronym. If an abbreviation is common and familiar, you can leave it as is. Common abbreviations include Mr. for Mister, and Ave. for Avenue. State and territory abbreviations are familiar to people in those places, but may be unfamiliar to people elsewhere. 

An acronym may or may not be pronounceable as a word; in fact, most are not. Some acronyms have become words that now appear in the dictionary: for example, radar and laser. The fact that these words were originally formed by combining the initial letters of a long term is no longer important. Indeed, spelling out the original term would distract the reader. (For example, radar was formed from the words radio detecting and ranging; laser from the words light amplification by stimulated emission of radiation.) Many acronyms stand for the name of an entity: for example, WHO for the World Health Organization and AFB for the American Foundation for the Blind. Others stand for a position or a procedure. If you think your reader may be puzzled by an acronym, spell it out the first time it appears. The following is a list of some acronyms:

(
GNP for gross national product
(
CEO for chief executive officer
(
EU for European Union
(
aka for the phrase "also known as"

A relatively new phenomenon that occurs in email and on Internet Web sites is the use of acronyms for common phrases. People tend to make these up as they write. Be aware that most of these shortcuts have no place in proper business writing. A short list of examples follows:

(
imo for "in my opinion" 

(
bbl for "be back later"

(
btw for "by the way"

4. Do not misuse apostrophe-s. 

A frequent mistake is using apostrophe-s when you mean to use the plural form of a word. To avoid making this error, check whether the word has any indication of belonging, or the possessive form. If not, except in some rare cases, you do not use an apostrophe. The best way to practice this is to become aware of mistakes. The following incorrect uses are followed by corrections. Assume these are signs you might see or write yourself for a business.

"Potato's, $2.99 for a 5 lb. bag"

The plural form of potato is potatoes. Do not use apostrophe-s.
"Remove your shoe's before entering."

The plural form of shoe is shoes. Do not use apostrophe-s.
"Pick up your ticket's at the counter."

The plural form of ticket is tickets. Do not use apostrophe-s.

It is clear that none of the words with apostrophes in the previous examples convey a sense of belonging, or the possessive. Therefore, no apostrophe is needed, and the word should appear in its plural form. 

An occasional exception to this rule exists. Usually, when a word is used as a word, as in the example that follows, you use an apostrophe. Note that words used as words are typically italicized:

"Avoid using two not's in a sentence."

5. Use the correct word.

Many words in English are easily confused with one another. In order to avoid using the wrong word, know the precise meaning of every word that you use. In addition, a spelling mistake can result in a homonym. A homonym is another word that sounds the same as the intended one but has a different meaning. This section lists pairs of words that many people confuse. Study these carefully so that you do not misuse words in your writing. 


affect versus effect
Most often, you will use affect as a verb and effect as a noun. To affect something is to have an influence on it. For example, 

"The new program affects only the clerical staff."

Remember this clue: affect is an action word. Affect and action both begin with the letter a. 
An effect is a result or outcome. For example,

"One effect of the new program is that workers are happier."

Remember this clue: effect represents the end result. Effect and end both begin with the letter e. 
The use of affect as a noun and effect as a verb is less common. For most business writing needs, remember to use affect as an action verb and effect as a noun that represents an end result.


it's versus its; who's versus whose
It's, with an apostrophe, is a contraction, meaning "it is." For example, 

"It's vital that profits keep growing."

Its, without an apostrophe, is the possessive form of it, just like his and hers are the possessive forms of he and she. For example,

"Its profits grow year after year."

Remember this clue: if you can replace the word with "it is," use an apostrophe. If you cannot replace the word with "it is," do not use an apostrophe. 
Similarly, who's, with an apostrophe, is the contraction of "who is" or "who has" while whose, w-h-o-s-e, is the possessive form of who. Use the same clue as you did previously: if you cannot replace the word with "who is" or "who has," then the word should be whose, w-h-o-s-e. Study the following sentences:

"The CEO, whose [w-h-o-s-e] tie had a stain on it, left the room to change."

"The person who's [w-h-o-apostrophe-s] responsible for the raise in salary is the CEO."


principal versus principle
Principal, ending in p-a-l, is an adjective meaning "most important." For example,

"Our principal problem is a lack of cash." 

The hint for this word is if it's an adjective, the correct word ends with p-a-l.
The noun principal, ending in p-a-l, refers to a chief school administrator or the main sum of money. Remember, when the concept of "most important" or "main" fits the word, it ends with p-a-l. 
Principle, ending in p-l-e, is a noun meaning “guiding rule.” For example,

"Our principle is to use our own money rather than to borrow."


imply versus infer
Imply means to suggest indirectly. For example,

"In his speech, the president implied that the company needs to sell one of its divisions."

Infer means to draw meaning out of something. For example,

"When reading the president’s report, people infer that the company needs to sell one of its divisions."

Remember, a speaker or writer implies, a listener or reader infers. 


foreword versus forward 
A foreword [f-o-r-e-w-o-r-d] is text that comes near the front of a book. Foreword is actually a compound word composed of fore, meaning "near the front," and word. 

Forward [f‑o‑r‑w‑a‑r-d] means to move ahead in a direction. For example,

"The soldiers marched forward." 

If you're careful with the spelling of these homonyms, you will not mix them up. 


into versus in to
Into is a preposition. It answers a question, usually Where? or What? For example,

"They walked into the house."

"She got into the top math class."

"Five goes into ten two times."

When the individual words in and to happen to fall next to one another, they must be separate. Usually the word to precedes a verb, for example,

"Rachel ran in to get her gloves."

The best way to check whether you've used into and in to correctly is to read your sentence out loud, pausing between in and to. If the pause sounds wrong, use into, one word.

amount versus number; less versus fewer
Use the word amount when referring to something that cannot be counted, for example, 

"The amount of dust on our desks is creating an unhealthy work environment."

Use number when the entities can be counted. For example, use number, not amount, in the following sentence:

"A large number of desks in this office are dusty."

Similarly, use fewer when you can count the entities and less when the thing you are referring to is in bulk. For example, 

"Place fewer napkins on each cafeteria table."

"Use less ammonia when cleaning the tiles."

One of the most frequent misuses of these words occurs with the word people. Use fewer, not less, in the following example because you can count people:

"Fewer people attended the fair this year."

This short section included a few common word errors. Always check the precise meaning and spelling of words to avoid using the wrong word in your writing. 

Section Review

Review the information in this section by selecting the best item to answer each of the following questions. An answer and explanation follow each question. 


1.
Why is it best to avoid slang, jargon, and buzzwords in business writing?

a.
Slang is too casual to be used in business writing.

b.
Slang varies by age, gender, and culture.

c.
Jargon and buzzwords may be unfamiliar to people outside a particular group.
d.
all of the above

The correct answer is (d). Slang, jargon, and buzzwords are too casual, they vary by age and culture, and they may be unfamiliar to readers. It’s best to avoid trendy words or phrases when straightforward vocabulary will do.


2.
Which of the following correctly defines the word employee's, with apostrophe-s?

a.
many employees

b.
belonging to many employees

c.
belonging to one employee

d.
many employers

The correct answer is (c), "belonging to one employee." Use an apostrophe-s to show belonging, not to form the plural.

3.
Which of the following sentences uses an incorrect word? 

a.
The hot, humid air in the office affects people’s ability to concentrate. 

b.
It's best to use plain English.

c.
Every month less people eat at the cafeteria.

d.
What did the manager’s report imply about the company?

The correct answer is (c). The sentence "Every month less people eat at the cafeteria" uses an incorrect word. Use fewer when you can count the entities. The corrected sentence is "Every month fewer people eat at the cafeteria."

Indicate whether the following statements are true or false. An answer and explanation follow each statement.


4.
Using sophisticated words is one way to impress your readers.

The answer is false. Sophisticated words can be difficult to read. Since your goal is to quickly convince, describe, or report, it's best to use simple language.


5.
Always spell out acronyms.

The answer is false. Spell out unfamiliar acronyms the first time they are used.

Now that you've reviewed the content of this section, you can use your new skills in a practice exercise. 

Practice Exercise 1

This exercise continues the scenario from the practice exercises in Lesson 1. Remember that you played the role of an office manager at Dorothy's Toys and Games. You had received messages with the following information:

(
An inspection by the fire marshal revealed fire hazards.

(
The fire drill that took place was chaotic.

(
Sheridan Mutual Insurance wants to inspect the facility to set the insurance rates.

Assume that you have now received the following three pieces of correspondence. Review each, and then write a paragraph summarizing the content. Assume your message is addressed to your supervisor. Use appropriate word choice.

Text from Email 1 sent by Olga, a receptionist:

I heard that our inspection by the fire department didn't go well. I'm a little worried about how safe it is to work here. Could you let me know what the problems were?

I also wanted to let you know that when we had our fire drill, I saw Victor go out of his way to find the visitor, Mr. Novak, who is deaf, and make sure he was aware of the drill and exited the building.

Text from Email 2 from Salim, the manager in the Business Office:

Is it true that Sheridan Mutual Insurance is coming to do an inspection here? Do you know whether this means our rates might go up? We did not budget for an increase in the insurance premium, so I'm concerned about this.

Text of a letter from the chief of the Springfield Fire Department:

This is to inform you that your facility has the following fire hazards:

(
Smoke detectors not working

(
Piles of papers in basement near other flammable materials and heat sources

(
Frayed electrical wires

(
Not enough fire extinguishers for the size of the facility

(
Blocked fire exit 

According to the city fire code, you are required to eliminate the hazards by October 14.

When you are done writing your own paragraph, read Paragraphs A and B. Select the more appropriately worded paragraph. Then study the provided feedback. 

Paragraph A

I have received correspondence about our building safety and the upcoming insurance inspection. The receptionist is getting hyper about our safety because she heard that we flunked the drill. The manager is worried about how the insurance inspection results will effect the budget. The chief of the SFD sent a list of the specific hazard's that we need to address. We'll need to add these issues to our upcoming meeting.

Paragraph B
I have received correspondence about our building safety and the upcoming insurance inspection. The receptionist is overly concerned about our safety because she heard that we did poorly in the drill. The manager is worried about how the insurance inspection results will affect the budget. The chief of the Springfield Fire Department (SFD) sent a list of the specific hazards that we need to address. We'll need to add these issues to our upcoming meeting.

Feedback

Paragraph B is the better choice because

(
"Overly concerned" is more appropriate than the slang term hyper.
(
"Did poorly" is more appropriate than the slang term flunked.
(
"Affect the budget" is correct usage. Affect, with an a, is an action word. "Effect the budget" is incorrect. Effect, with an e, is usually a noun that describes an end result.

(
It is more appropriate to write out "Springfield Fire Department," since SFD may not be immediately clear to the reader.

(
The plural of hazard is hazards, without an apostrophe-s.

Paragraph A is the poorer choice because it

(
Uses the slang terms hyper and flunked
(
Has the wrong usage of the word effect
(
Uses the unclear abbreviation SFD
(
Forms the plural of the word hazard incorrectly
Compare Paragraph B with the paragraph you created on your own. Remember, different writers use various styles. Your style will differ, but it may still be a good example of appropriate word choice.

This section presented five suggestions for choosing the right words. If you apply these tips, your written communication will be more clear. The next four suggestions for tone complete the lesson about writing style.

Tone

Your relationship with the recipient and the subject of the message determine the tone of your writing. The tone of a written message affects the reader just as the tone of a person's voice affects a listener. You reveal the tone mainly by your word choice. As you become a more experienced business writer, you'll adjust your language to the situation just as you do in speech. This section presents the following four items of advice about writing tone:


1.
Use the active voice and avoid the passive voice. 


2.
Focus on your readers.


3.
Rephrase the negative, leave out anger, and deliver bad news smoothly.


4.
Make sure your writing is unbiased. 

Now study the explanations and examples for each of these suggestions.

1. Use the active voice and avoid the passive voice. 

The active voice emphasizes who or what is doing something. By stressing the doer of the action, writers can create messages that are concise and direct. Read the following examples of sentences in the active voice:

(
Mr. Smith ordered fifty cases of potato chips on July 12.

(
The company chose three employees to receive awards.

(
John Bower wrote the report.

The passive voice tells the reader what was done. Sometimes, it is not clear who or what did the action. Other times, the use of the passive voice buries the doer at the end of the sentence. Sentences in the passive voice typically include the words be, am, is, was, were, or been and tend to be longer than sentences in the active voice. Read the following examples of sentences in the passive voice:

(
Fifty cases of potato chips were ordered on July 12.

(
Three employees will be chosen to receive awards.

(
The report was written by John Bower.

The passive voice tends to create very wordy text. Reports filled with sentences in the passive voice often bore the reader, and therefore do not easily achieve a purpose. To improve your writing, find the passive voice and revise it. To practice turning sentences from the passive voice into the active voice, follow these steps:


1.
Determine the doer of the action, or the subject. State that name or object first.


2.
Decide on the action, or the verb. Write that next. 


3.
Finally, most sentences need a word or phrase to complete the sentence. Place that after the verb. 

The following example shows how to change a passive sentence into an active one:

Passive voice:

An inventory was completed by Pamela.

Doer of the action: Pamela

Action: completed

Necessary end of sentence: an inventory

Active voice:

Pamela completed an inventory.
Different types of writing require different approaches. Sometimes you do need to use the passive voice. For example, you may not know the doer of the action or for business reasons, would rather not name the person. In general, however, you'll have the most success if you get to the point quickly by using the active voice.

2. Focus on your readers.

One of the main objectives of business communication is to achieve a result. Most often, you want your reader to take action after reading your correspondence. Consider that when you speak, you choose words and expressions depending on your audience. For example, you use a different vocabulary and speaking tone depending on whether you're talking to children or adults, a police officer or a grocery checkout clerk, a new manager or your cousin. In the same way, you adjust your writing to appeal to the person or people who read it. Doing so makes it more likely they will respond as you would like.

The following three suggestions lead to focusing your writing on your reader. Read the suggestions and the explanations that follow each.

Identify Your Reader’s Motivations 

If you are aware that your supervisor is concerned about saving money, which of the following sentences would you use?

a.
This month I ordered Tasty Corn Chips at $45.00 a carton.

b.
At $45.00 a carton, Tasty Corn Chips are less expensive than the chips we served last month.

Sentence (b) appeals more to a reader who is interested in saving money.

Assume you are writing a memo to encourage more people to eat at the cafeteria. Read the next two examples. Sentence (a) focuses on readers whose motivation is a hearty meal. Sentence (b) focuses on readers who appreciate convenience.

a.
Every day we serve tasty soups, nutritious main dishes, and luscious desserts.

b.
If you're a busy person who wants a good lunch, our new design lets you choose your items and pay without waiting, even at the busiest time. 

Target Your Reader’s Personality

According to behavioral research, a few basic personality types exist. When writing a letter, email, or memo, it makes sense to choose words that directly appeal to your reader's personality. One of the clues to a reader's personality is his or her job. This is because people tend to hold jobs that suit their personality. Those in positions of authority tend to be forceful, competitive, and decisive. Salespeople have to be outgoing and optimistic. Nurses, instructors, and executive assistants are usually friendly, stable, and eager to please. Engineers and computer programmers tend to be self-controlled, cautious, and analytical rather than emotional. Of course, these examples are very broad generalizations. Remember also that most people exhibit a mixture of personalities in different situations. 

Assume that you want to recommend a policy of recognizing employees who have worked for more than five years. Each of the following sentences targets a specific personality. 

To a person who is forceful and competitive,

"An employee recognition policy would inspire others to excel and maintain a high degree of excellence over longer periods."

To a person who is outgoing and optimistic,

"An employee recognition event with cake and beverages would be wonderful for raising everyone's enthusiasm about staying long-term with such a great group of employees."

To a person who is stable and eager to please,

"People like to be recognized for their long-term contributions to the place where they work."

To a person who is cautious and analytical,

"Our plan for an employee recognition policy can be modeled on the state employee plan, which provides specific guidelines for awarding recognition."

When you target readers' personalities, you assure them that you are sensitive to their interests. You also gain their attention and cooperation. You’ll achieve better results if you include a sentence tailored to each recipient’s personality type. 

Recognize Your Relationship with Your Reader

In your work life, you communicate with supervisors, coworkers, and outside people, such as salespeople, clients, and consumers. Each person deserves to be addressed appropriately in business communications. Your relationship with your reader also depends on whether you've met the person. 

For example, when you are writing to your supervisor, even if you sometimes chat with him or her around the water cooler, you take care to explain issues or decisions thoroughly. Assume you're planning a vacation. The following examples illustrate how to tailor a message about your absence to people who have various relationships with you. One is an email to your supervisor. Another is a notice to your coworkers. And a third is the text of an auto-reply message, which is a programmed response to email messages sent during your absence.

To your supervisor:

As of March 20, I will have accumulated four days of vacation. I am requesting two days' vacation on April 18 and 19. Please let me know whether you approve.

To your coworkers:

I'm off to the lake April 18 and 19. Have a great long weekend!

Response to incoming email:
I will be away from the office April 18 and 19. I will respond to your message when I return. If you need an immediate response, use the email address below this paragraph.

Note that you show respect for your immediate supervisor by asking for his or her approval. You make it easier for your supervisor to respond by providing all the facts about the amount of vacation time you have. You can be less formal with your coworkers. To people who send you email while you are away, you prepare a courteous message that allows them to decide whether to wait for your return or contact someone else. 

This example was quite simple. Consider other types of associations a business writer may have. For example, you would be prudent and cautious writing to a government agency. When writing to a person in an industry or endeavor similar to yours, you would be able to use technical terms without defining them. When writing to support staff, or people who report to you, it's best to use language that is not dictatorial. For a board of directors, you would use the most formal language and provide as much detail as possible. 

Some business writers think that using humor in a message helps develop a relationship with the recipient. Humor, however, is very subjective, and often results in either puzzlement or outright insult. If you know your recipient very well, go ahead and use a joke, but in general, it's best to avoid attempts at humor in business correspondence.

3. Rephrase the negative, leave out anger, and deliver bad news indirectly.

Businesspeople, especially when under the stress of a project, respond better when written communication is presented in a positive, courteous style. This is true even if the content includes criticism or bad news. The following paragraphs suggest ways to rephrase the negative, remove evidence of anger, and present bad news indirectly.

Negative words and phrases such as not, never, and you don't tend to make readers feel discouraged or defensive. In such a frame of mind, it is less likely they will comply with your request or cooperate with you. Other words with negative implications include bad, poor, fault, and ridiculous. Find alternatives to negative words and phrases.

For example, assume you purchased a new tool for repairing machines. The tool is defective and needs to be returned for repair or replacement. Example (a) uses negative words, while Example (b) presents the situation in a more positive way.

a.
"The new tool you sent us doesn't work well at all. The points are uneven, so it slips off the wires and cables. You must not have checked it very carefully before sending it out."

b.
"Although the new tool has good handles and seems to be designed well for the task, the points are uneven, so it slips off the wires and cables. I am sending the tool to you for repair or replacement."

Anger is a part of human behavior and emotion. It is best, however, to keep these feelings out of business correspondence. When you are annoyed or upset with a reader or a situation, try to be objective. If you are too upset to keep your personal feelings out of your writing, wait for a few hours until you can. If you have time, draft the correspondence and then leave it until the next day. You'll find it easier to be objective after a day has passed.

For example, suppose you promised your supervisor that twenty machines would be checked and repaired, if necessary, by the end of the week. On Thursday, you learn that only eight have been checked by your team, and it is unlikely that you will meet the promised goal. You send a memo to your team. Example (a) exhibits an unfortunate amount of anger and directly criticizes the recipients. Example (b) presents the situation objectively.

a.
You have not serviced the machines on schedule. Only eight machines have been serviced so far this week. I had promised that our team finish twenty. Apparently you are not working fast enough. We'll have a talk with management about this.

b.
The recent increase in problems with the machines means that fewer have been serviced than we promised. I will talk with the management about a more realistic schedule for service.

People don't like to read bad news. When you have to write a letter or memo that includes bad news, first highlight a good aspect. Then use words like unfortunately or sadly, which smooth the delivery of the bad news. 

For example, assume that you manage a cafeteria in a large office building. One of your staff members has requested vacation time during a week when a large conference will take place, so you cannot approve. Example (a) presents the bad news directly. Example (b) smooths the delivery by writing something positive first, and answering tactfully.

a.
I have reviewed your request to take a vacation. No employee can take vacation time during a conference week. 

b.
Thank you for following the proper vacation request procedure. Vacations can be scheduled in advance for weeks in which no large conferences take place in the offices we serve. Unfortunately, the week you requested falls during A-Right Company's annual conference. Therefore, I am asking you to postpone your personal vacation to another week.

Note that it is generally more difficult to avoid negative terms and control emotions when using email than when preparing a printed communication such as a business letter. Some people write email as if they were speaking face-to-face with the recipient. In business, it's best to write email messages with the same care and courtesy that you use for printed correspondence. 

Review the words of your email carefully for a negative tone, and use the strategies presented in this section for revising it, if needed. If you are angry or upset, control your emotions before you press Send. One of the best ways to make sure you've composed your message carefully is to create it first in a word processor or off-line. After a while, reread your draft and make adjustments before entering the text into the message box and sending it.

4. Make sure your writing is unbiased. 

Today's social awareness makes it very important to identify and revise writing that is sexist, racist, or inconsiderate of people with disabilities. Think about the ways language can insult or downgrade certain groups. Common sense and some specific strategies can help you avoid unintentionally offending your reader.

Practice recognizing stereotypes and generalities in your writing. For example, what is wrong with the following sentence?

"Our training program is designed to help your office assistant increase her computer skills."

The sentence assumes that all office assistants are women. The male office assistant who reads this sentence would be offended. It is better to use gender-neutral language. The following revision is more fair:

"Our training program is designed to help your office assistant increase his or her computer skills."

Modern writing aims to be gender neutral. One obvious way to achieve this, as in the previous example, is to use both masculine and feminine pronouns: "he or she," "him or her," and "his or hers." Sometimes, however, these constructions become wordy and awkward. When that happens, try using plural words rather than singular words. For example, the following sentence is biased:

"A manager may call a meeting with his workers."

Revise it by using the plural form, as follows:

"Managers may call meetings with their workers."

Another way to avoid gender bias is to replace a pronoun (his or her) with an article (a, an, or the). For example, the following biased sentence,

"Every waiter should keep his apron clean."

can be revised using a gender-neutral article, as follows:

"Every waiter should have a clean apron."

When it is necessary to refer to a disability, give the person ownership of the condition rather than labeling that person. Read the following examples and the suggested revisions:

Labeling: "The deaf volunteer requested an interpreter."

Respectful: "The volunteer who is deaf requested an interpreter."

Labeling: "The amputee is taking the elevator."

Respectful: "The man who uses a wheelchair is taking the elevator."

Certainly, if it is unnecessary to mention a person's disability, gender, or ethnic or racial background, avoid such descriptions altogether. 

Avoid any language that can be read as offensive to any group of people, including women, men, persons with disabilities, persons belonging to minorities, senior citizens, and so on. Keep in mind that English usage varies among English-speaking countries. Usage also changes over time. Words that were acceptable twenty years ago may no longer be neutral. If you're not certain of the correct terminology, consult with someone knowledgeable. Then revise your message. 

The following list includes a few words and phrases to avoid, and suggested replacements:

	handicapped people
	people with disabilities

	mongoloid child
	a child with Down syndrome

	a black American woman
	an African-American woman

	a drunk
	an intoxicated person

	the poor
	low-income residents


Occupation titles that are gender specific, such as poetess, woman doctor, cleaning lady, policeman, congressman, and chairman are certainly outdated, since they suggest that only a person of one gender would do the job. You can usually replace such terms with a gender-neutral form: poet, doctor, cleaner, police officer, representative or senator, and chair or chairperson. 

Section Review

Review the information in this section by selecting the best item to answer each of the following questions. An answer and explanation follow each question. 


1.
Which of the following affects the tone of a piece of writing?

a.
handwriting style

b.
word choice

c.
font size

d.
spelling

The correct answer is (b). Word choice affects the tone of a piece of writing. The words you choose reveal your attitude toward the recipient and the subject of the message.


2.
Which of the following sentences is in the active voice?

a.
The paper plates were placed too close to the cooking oil.

b.
Ms. Gross offered to help raise money for the music school. 

c.
The door to the restaurant was opened before 9:00.

d.
An announcement will be placed in the newspaper.

The correct answer is (b). The sentence "Ms. Gross offered to help raise money for the music school" is in the active voice. The subject of Sentence (b), Ms. Gross, is the doer of the action. The other sentences do not have subjects that do the action.


3.
Which of the following sentences should be revised to avoid stereotyping?

a.
A mailman will arrive soon with the package. 

b.
The person who uses a wheelchair joined us on the second landing.

c.
People with diabetes test their sugar levels regularly. 

d.
Dr. Plank ordered adaptive technology for the employee who is blind.

The correct answer is (a). The sentence "A mailman will arrive soon with the package" should be revised to avoid stereotyping by gender. It is better to use one of the following terms: mail carrier, letter carrier, or postal worker. 

Indicate whether the following statements are true or false. An answer and explanation follow each statement.


4.
Targeting readers' personalities helps you gain their attention and cooperation.

The statement is true. By targeting readers' personalities, you assure them that you are sensitive to their interests.


5.
It is best to present bad news up front and directly.

The statement is false. Businesspeople respond better when bad news is presented indirectly.

Now that you've reviewed the content of this section, you can use your new skills in a practice exercise. 

Practice Exercise 2

Recall the scenario from the previous practice exercise. There, you wrote a summary to your supervisor with information you received from two email messages and a letter. Now assume that your supervisor, whose name is Bianca, wants to hold an informational meeting. She has asked you to draft a paragraph inviting employees to a meeting on Monday. Write the paragraph, using an appropriate tone. 

When you are done writing your own paragraph, read Paragraphs 1 and 2. Choose the paragraph with the more appropriate tone. Then study the provided feedback.

Paragraph 1

A meeting must be scheduled right away because an amount of problems need to be discussed. We have flammable materials stored badly, blocked exits, not enough fire extinguishers, and the possibility that our insurance rates could go through the roof. On a positive note, though, we want to commend Victor for helping the deaf guy during the fire drill. Are you guys all available to meet next Monday?

Paragraph 2
Bianca would like to schedule a meeting next Monday to discuss a number of problems. We can develop an action plan that addresses the hazards identified by the fire department, an approach with the insurance company, and a way to communicate this information to our employees. We also want to commend Victor for helping a visitor who is hearing impaired exit the building safely during the fire drill. Please respond with your availability for Monday.

Feedback

Paragraph 2 uses a more appropriate writing tone. The paragraph also uses better word choice. 

· Its topic sentence is in the active voice, with Bianca as the doer of the action. 

· It correctly uses the word number for problems. 
· The bad news is presented indirectly, with a positive attitude. 

· The phrase "a visitor who is hearing impaired" is an appropriate way to refer to a person with a disability. 

· The message appeals to a broad range of personalities respectfully and without offending anyone.

Paragraph 1 uses inappropriate writing tone. The paragraph also uses poorer word choice. Did you find all the problems with Paragraph 1? 

· The topic sentence is in the passive voice. 

· The second sentence gives bad news directly, uses a negative tone, and contains the slang phrase "through the roof." 

· The third sentence describes a man by his disability. 

· Finally, the last sentence uses the phrase "you guys," which is inappropriate when addressing colleagues and supervisors. 

Did you also find the incorrect usage in the first sentence? 

· The word amount is incorrectly used with problems, which can be counted.

Compare Paragraph 2 with the paragraph you created on your own. Remember, your paragraph will differ from the better paragraph, but it may still be a good example of an appropriate writing tone.

This section presented four suggestions for determining the tone of your writing. If you apply these, your recipients will be more likely to cooperate. 

Summary

This lesson presented nine pieces of advice for using proper business writing style. Word choice is one element that determines the style. You've also practiced a number of skills, including using the active voice and focusing on your reader to change the tone of your writing. As you become a more experienced business writer, you'll adapt your choice of words and use strategies that best suit your recipients. 

Assignment 2

For general instructions on completing assignments, refer to the Welcome Letter. Then start this assignment by giving your full name, address, and phone number. Also list the name of this course, Assignment 2, your instructor's name, and the date. Be sure to include the question number along with each answer. This assignment is worth 100 points. 

This assignment consists of five multiple-choice questions, five true/false questions, and a writing task.

Multiple Choice

Select the best item to answer each of the following questions: (3 points each, 15 points total)


1.
Which of the following words is abstract and best avoided in business writing?

a.
when

b.
about

c.
transpire

d.
might


2.
What is wrong with the following sentence? "Batch processing is an efficient way to update, add, or cancel large numbers of records."

a.
The word processing is not spelled correctly.

b.
The term batch processing is jargon to most people.

c.
It is opinion, not fact.

d.
The sentence is too long.


3.
What is wrong with the following sentence? "The ROI is better than we expected."

a.
It is offensive.

b.
Most people do not know what the acronym ROI means.

c.
The word expected is passive.

d.
The tense is wrong.


4.
What is the best way to deal with anger when writing for business?

a.
State exactly how you feel.

b.
Write about it to your supervisor. 

c.
Don't write anything; assume the issue will go away on its own.

d.
Let time pass before drafting your correspondence; then revise it later.

5.
How do you make sure your writing is unbiased? 

a.
Practice recognizing stereotypes and generalities in your writing.

b.
Use gender-neutral language.

c.
Avoid labeling people.

d.
all of the above

True/False

Are the following statements true or false? (3 points each, 15 points total)


6.
Sentences in the passive voice tend to be longer than sentences in the active voice.


7.
Business writers do not need to adapt the tone of messages to different readers.


8.
Business writers should try to use scholarly vocabulary whenever possible.


9.
The plural of library is library's.


10.
Principle, ending in p-l-e, is a noun meaning “guiding rule.”

Writing Task

This writing task is based on the scenario presented in Assignment 1. Continue to assume you are the customer service manager at Olsen Distributors, a grocery distributor. In Assignment 1, three customers complained about problems with their orders, as follows:

(
Ron from Happy Foods received the wrong kind of candy.

(
Martha from Leon's Truck Stop received the wrong number of air fresheners.

(
Rose from Rose's International Market received her order late. 

Assume that you've now received the following two email messages in response to your efforts to discover what went wrong:

Email 1 from the head of the computer department

We ran tests on the computer system, and it checks out fine. The problem must be a result of errors in data entry by employees in the warehouse.

Email 2 from the head of the warehouse

We have investigated the problems with the types, quantities, and dates of some orders. Because of our recent increase in business, we hired two new data-entry clerks. They began working before going to training, so they had not learned all the correct codes. Some orders were therefore entered incorrectly. The new employees are scheduled to go to training next week. In the meantime, we have hired an experienced temporary data-entry clerk to double-check the work from this past week. Please apologize to our customers.

Your task is to write a paragraph to your supervisor explaining the situation. Use appropriate word choice and writing tone. (70 points)

Once you have completed this assignment, send it to your instructor. Then begin Lesson 3, Business Correspondence.
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