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Introduction


Most of us spend hours every day typing emails and other documents at work, yet how many of us have ever had any training in writing skills? The result is that we write emails and reports that aren’t clear. Precious time is then wasted as colleagues need to ask us to clarify what we meant.


Even though we may use many different ways of communicating (e.g. texting, tweeting, Facebook®, LinkedIn®) many of us would benefit from help in writing clearer business emails and reports. Or perhaps you have been asked to lead a presentation in a few days’ time and you don’t know where to begin. Or you may find yourself having to write advertising copy or press releases, and you want to know the basics. Finally, many companies and organizations want to engage successfully online by building and maintaining a website and using social media (blogs, Twitter®, Facebook, LinkedIn, etc.) effectively, but where do you begin and what are the key points to know?


All these situations call for effective writing skills and it is my hope that you will find this book to be a reliable guide. And if you think you have already mastered the foundation level, then I hope to provide you with further techniques to encourage you to become an even more accomplished writer.


In this week we will cover:



Sunday: Plan your writing well. Don’t launch straight into writing, but think and plan carefully first.



Monday: Edit your text thoroughly. Resist the temptation to press ‘send’; read through your text carefully, checking and revising it.



Tuesday: Write effective emails and reports. Make sure that both the content and tone of your documents are appropriate.



Wednesday: Give excellent presentations by preparing both your message and yourself thoroughly.



Thursday: Write persuasively in a fresh way, when drafting text for advertisements and press releases.



Friday: Build a successful website that is targeted at your intended readers/users and will fulfil the purposes you have outlined.



Saturday: Use social media effectively to build and develop business contacts, exchange information and discuss ideas.


Each day of the week covers a different area and begins with an introduction to what the day is about. The main material that follows explains the key lessons by clarifying important principles, which are backed up by tips, case studies, etc. Each day concludes with a summary, follow-up exercise and multiple-choice questions, to reinforce the learning points.


The principles I outline here are the fruit of over 30 years in business, particularly in the area of writing, and over ten years in leading courses on business communications. As I have reflected on participants’ responses to the workshops I have led, two comments have recurred: ‘You gave me more confidence’ and ‘The workshop was a refresher course’. My hope therefore is that as you read and act on what I write, it will not only be a refresher course but will also give you fresh confidence to be a more effective communicator at work.


Martin Manser


August 2013
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There’s more to writing than just typing out words on your keyboard and then pressing ‘send’. What we’re looking at today is planning and preparing what you want to write before you type anything on your computer.


It’s rather like decorating a room – you can’t wait to start putting on a new coat of paint, but you know that it won’t last long unless you prepare all the surfaces in advance. So today is about planning your writing carefully.


We’re going to look at:


the basic aims in communicating: if you know where you are going, you are more likely to arrive at your destination than if you wander aimlessly


the writing process. Notice the word ‘process’; there are several different steps in writing: thinking and organizing your material; writing your first draft; and checking and editing your first draft.


Today (and Monday) are all about writing in general before we come to the details of writing specific kinds of document. If you master these basic steps, then you will have laid a secure foundation and you will be in a strong position to tackle any writing task. From Tuesday onwards, we will look at different kinds of writing.





The basics of communication


I often begin my workshops on business writing with the memory prompt ‘AIR’:



•  Audience



•  Intention



•  Response
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There is more to business writing than just typing an email and then pressing ‘send’.
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Audience


‘Audience’ means know who you want to communicate with. The key point is that the focus is not on you, but on the person/people you are trying to communicate with. This means the question you should ask yourself is not so much, ‘What should I say/write?’, but ‘What do my audience need to hear?’ To answer that question well, you need to think about who your audience is and what their response to your communication is likely to be.


What do you know about your audience?



•  age and gender



•  educational level and language (e.g. native English speaker or not?)



•  position in an organization



•  background/likes/dislikes (here you could be specific, e.g. a favourite website, television programme, radio station, magazine)



•  strengths and weaknesses



•  knowledge of, and interest in, what you are communicating



•  likely response to your message.


Of course, not all of these will be relevant to every communication you make, but the more significant ones should be at the back of your mind to enable you to communicate successfully.


Who you are writing to should affect the way in which you write. For example, are you writing to your boss? Or someone who has written in to your company or organization with a complaint? In each case, how you express what you are trying to say will be different.


If you are emailing your boss, you may simply give him or her the information that he or she has asked for:
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Hi Sally


Sales for 2012 were 10 per cent up on ‘Introduction to Project Management’. We have sold just over 3000 copies and we reprinted a further 1000 copies of that title last month.


Harry
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Your boss wants the information quickly, with no extras. If you are responding to a complaint, however, your tone will be different:
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Dear Mrs Brown,


Thank you for taking the trouble to write to us to express your disappointment with the service you recently received at one of our restaurants. I am very sorry that you found our service unsatisfactory.


I have checked the details from your letter and it appears that the member of staff you dealt with on 3 October at our Grantchester restaurant was a temporary worker. He was unfamiliar with our company policy on the high levels of service we require from all our staff.


I have now taken the necessary steps to ensure that such a situation will not occur again.


Thank you again for writing. Please be assured that we aim to offer our customers the highest possible level of service at all times.


Yours sincerely,


John Duckworth
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Do you see the difference? The email to your boss is short and to the point. The letter responding to the complaint is expanded and also crucially the tone is much softer.
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So you need to know who your audience is. When I am preparing a talk, I often think of one or two people I know who will be in the audience – and I gauge how they are likely to receive what I am saying, their present level of understanding and the point I want them to reach by the end of my talk.


The importance of listening


How can you learn more about your audience? By listening.


Listening:



•  focuses on the other person. Often when someone else is talking, we’re focusing on thinking about what we are going to say as a reply.



•  values the person you are listening to as an individual in their own right, so that you understand ‘where they’re coming from’, why they are working or speaking as they are.



•  helps you understand the point at which a person is. For example, if you are trying to sell something to customers, you want to build a good relationship with them. By listening, you will discern who is interested and who is not, so you can use your time more valuably and concentrate on the likelier potential clients.



•  encourages you to ask the right questions. As you focus on the other person (not yourself), you will want to know more. We can distinguish:


    –  closed questions: ones that can be answered by a straight ‘Yes’ or ‘No’: ‘Was the project late?’ ‘Yes.’ ‘Will you be able to give me the figures by 5.00 pm?’ ‘No.’


    –  open questions: ones that get people talking. Open questions begin with why, how, who, when, where, what. ‘Why do you think the project is running late?’ ‘Because we didn’t plan in enough time for the extra work the customer now wants.’ Most of the questions you should ask as a manager should be open questions.



•  means that you listen not only to the words a colleague is saying but also perceive their response to what you are saying by being sensitive to their body language and tone of voice.



•  allows you to ‘listen between the lines’, to become aware of any underlying messages – your response could be, for instance, ‘So I guess what you’re saying is that you need someone else to help you complete this task on time.’



•  allows you to distinguish between facts and opinions. You will hear both, and you can discern what is objective information and what are the subjective thoughts about such information. You are then in a position to evaluate what has been said.



•  enables you to gather information so that you can solve problems and make decisions more efficiently.



•  builds trust between people: you show that you are genuinely interested in them. This forms the basis that helps you to work well with them. Listening often improves relationships. Rather than someone keeping angry feelings to himself/herself and becoming increasingly tense, listening – and allowing someone to speak openly about their difficulties – provides a release for them.


	

Selling benefits not features


Nigel was a wise salesman. He knew his products thoroughly but he resisted the temptation simply to tell his customers the new technical features of his products (e.g. their updated design and faster processing). Instead, he put himself in his customers’ place, and constantly asked himself how they would benefit from the new products, i.e. what they would gain from each of the new features, such as greater efficiency from the new design, saving time because of faster processing. In this way, he not only gained their interest but also won sales.






Intention


By ‘Intention’ I mean the message: the key point(s) you want to put over. In the examples mentioned earlier, the key points in an email to your boss were stated very briefly, and the intention in replying to the letter of complaint was to defuse the writer’s anger and say that you had looked into the matter.


If you are selling a product or service, you need to be clear on what its unique selling proposition (USP) is, the particular feature that distinguishes it from your competitors.


You may face some difficulties in identifying what the intention/message of your communication is.



•  You may not know it yourself. If this is the case, think. To take an example, my website was recently down and I was without one, so it made me think: What is the purpose of my website? Do I want people simply to find out about me and my services, or buy books from me, or contact me with questions? Think hard until you can identify your key messages definitely and precisely. We will explore this crucial area of thinking and the role of spider diagrams or mind maps later today.



•  Is your message clear? If it isn’t clear to you, then it will hardly be clear to those you are trying to communicate with. On one of my writing courses I discovered that the key message of one document was buried in a 67-word sentence in brackets near the end of the document!



•  Even if you do know what your key message is, you may need to explain some background to that key message before you can get to it.


Response


What do you want the person you are communicating with to do with your communication? Sometimes we can be so preoccupied with working out all the details of what we are trying to say that we forget what we want our readers to do with the information we give them. You may simply be providing the people you are writing to with information, but it is more likely that you want them to make some kind of a decision.


Is it crystal clear how they are to respond? What are the next steps you want them to take? For example, if you are writing a fund-raising email, you need to include in clear terms:



•  how your readers can donate money, e.g. on which website



•  what bank account codes to use, if relevant



•  how donors can gift-aid their contributions.


The writing process


It is important to note that there are steps to be taken in writing; it isn’t simply a matter of typing an email with the first thing that comes into your mind and then pressing ‘send’!


We can break down the writing process into different steps:



•  thinking and planning



•  writing your first draft



•  editing your draft.


Each of these will take about a third of the time you have allocated to writing a document. Note especially that editing your draft may take you significantly longer than you thought.
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We will look at the first two of these today and the third in the Monday chapter.


Thinking


Bearing in mind the results of your AIR (Audience, Intention, Response) analysis, think about what you want to write. One good way of helping you to start thinking about what to write is to draw a spider diagram (also known as a mind map). Take a blank piece of A4 paper. Arrange it in landscape position (i.e. lengthwise) and write the subject matter of the report in the middle. (Write a word or few words, but not a whole sentence.) You may find it helpful to work in pencil, as you can rub out what you write if necessary.


Now write around your central word(s) the different key aspects that come to your mind, maybe as a result of your reading. It is important not to list the ideas in order of importance; simply write them down. To begin with, you do not need to join the ideas up with lines linking connected items.


If you get stuck at any point, ask yourself the question words why, how, what, who, when, where and how much. These will set you thinking. The important point to notice about the thinking stage is that if you undertake this step, then when you come to writing later on, you won’t be daunted by a blank screen or a blank piece of paper as you will already know what it is you are writing about.


When I do this, I am often amazed at:



•  how easy the task is: it doesn’t feel like work! The ideas and concepts seem to flow naturally and spontaneously.



•  how valuable that piece of paper is. I have captured all (or at least some or many) of the key points. I don’t want to lose that piece of paper!


Probably, the most fruitful question word to answer is ‘why’. Why am I writing this? I find it a good discipline to ask myself this often when I write as it makes me examine the context of my document.
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An example of a spider diagram for a report on buying new computer systems


Planning and drafting


After you have completed the thinking stages with a spider diagram, there are three further stages before you can begin writing.


1 Refine the key message(s) you are trying to communicate


In writing, I constantly ask myself, ‘What am I really trying to say?’ or ‘What is the one key thought I want my audience to know?’ If you are unsure about this, try to discuss it with a colleague face to face (rather than by email) so that your colleague challenges you to think more sharply.


It could be that the key message of what you are trying to say is not the central idea on your spider diagram; it could be different from what you originally thought. If you can’t discuss it with a colleague, take a break. Have a rest and let your subconscious mind get to work. Allow fresh ideas to emerge when you are not thinking about the subject.


For example, even in writing this chapter, I had to ask myself what the focus of the chapter was to be. Was it:



1  lay a strong foundation



2  know your aims



3  plan your writing well.


Clearly, each of these is an important aspect, but I settled (after a good night’s sleep!) on ‘3 plan your writing well’ with ‘2 know your aims’ being an important expression of that and ‘1 lay a strong foundation’ as the result of that.


Refining your message can take some time and if you find it difficult, at least eliminate parts that are less important. For example, if you are analysing the disadvantages of a former computer system, then the exact technical details of the old software are probably less significant than the fact that it has serious drawbacks, is out of date and no longer fulfils its original purpose.
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