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Introduction


A Philosophy of
Workplace Writing









Businesspeople sometimes write as if they are being paid by the pound for their words. If you added up all the pages, including email, written each year at US businesses, perhaps a good half of the material could be cut with no loss whatsoever—but with a whole lot of benefit to the writers’ goals and the readers’ well-being.


The strange thing is, no matter how much people hate reading unnecessarily long, unnecessarily complex business documents, many continue to write them. Writing for business is practical in nature. Writing should help people achieve their practical goals, not work in opposition to them. It is time to smash several common misconceptions about what makes good business writing good.


First, unnecessary complexity in business writing is a weakness, not a strength. Don’t admire a piece of writing simply because it sounds important or because you can’t figure out what the person is trying to say. Some ideas are complex. Many are not. If you create extra labor for the reader because you are making a straightforward idea hard to understand, you are doing it wrong. Treasure simplicity.


Second, spinning is bad. Do not spin the facts. Manipulative writing violates the trust of the reader, and there is no good writing without trust. The best business writing presents truth, even unpleasant truth, straightforwardly and with grace.


People dissemble in various ways. They may omit facts, or use vague, deceptive language to obscure the truth, or wait five paragraphs to tell the big and critical bad news because they want to talk about trivial positive or neutral details first. If you have failed to meet an important deadline, don’t stash it in the final paragraph of your email about that project. If you are ending a tuition reimbursement program, don’t present it in a falsely chipper tone. If you are firing people, don’t hide behind impenetrable euphemisms.


Third, there is not one single magical and elusive way people are supposed to write, just hovering out there, if only you could grab it. There is variety in professional writing in the world. Different people have different voices. Yes, there are features workplace writing should have—and also shouldn’t have—and this book examines them in some detail. But don’t look at the people next to you and automatically think they are closer to the correct style than you are because they sound fancier. Admire the writing that slides easily into your head, not the writing that hurts it.


Fourth, it is generally untrue that there should be an enormous gap between formal and informal writing. At work there usually isn’t that big a gap if you are doing it right. So much of business writing today is email, where you are writing in first person (I) to someone you are addressing in second person (you). Even in your least formal email, you shouldn’t be writing as though you are texting your best friend since elementary school. In your most formal correspondence, you should still sound like the person you are, not a business robot speaking in some official business-robot voice.


Business writing isn’t separate from us as people. Yes, it involves writing about work—but it is nonetheless writing by people, for people. What do you want as a human being? You want people to respect your time, give you good information, help you do your job better, be attuned to your needs and interests. You would presumably prefer that they be nice to you than not. Surely you would prefer that they talk to you like a person, not a robot.


Since the majority of business writing for most working professionals now consists of email, this book spends a significant amount of time on email details and examples throughout the first half of the book. But in the second half, it also explicitly covers numerous other document types—letters, memos, reports, proposals, and more. The writing principles throughout the book, even in the email section, tend to apply broadly to multiple written forms you will encounter at work.


For all writing types, your readers will respect truthfulness. They will respect you for having an authentic voice. They will respect you for being real. Integrity, authenticity, truthfulness are at the heart of effective workplace communication—and at the heart of a rewarding professional and personal life.
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Chapter 1


Getting to the Point
in Email









In email, you have two opportunities to get to the point quickly: (1) in the subject line and (2) your main idea, equivalent to the idea of the thesis you may remember from when you were in school—that one sentence in the opening that summed up the point of the whole paper.


Short or long, in most email messages, you should skip a line after your salutation, between paragraphs, and before your closing (e.g., Regards). You do not need to indent. The email below illustrates appropriate spacing.









	
To:




	
John Smith <john.smith@lmno-inc.com>









	
From:




	
Jim Plant <jim.plant@xyz-inc.com>









	
Subject:




	
Status of Invoice #532














Hi John,


I am following up on invoice #532 (see email below). I just checked our records, and I do not yet see payment. Could you let me know the payment status?


Thank you very much.


Regards,


Jim


Jim Plant


Director, Marketing | XYZ, Inc.


123 Anywhere Street, New York, NY 10024


jim.plant@xyz-inc.com | xyz-inc.com


(212)555-6789








Sample Email Format


A note: from this point on, the signature block (i.e., the contact information you see at the bottom) will be excluded from email examples unless the discussion addresses that part of the email specifically. That does not mean you should exclude them from email, because you usually shouldn’t!


1.1 Email Subject Lines


The subject line of an email needs to be brief yet descriptive. It is by scanning subject lines that many people can find your message among a slew of other incoming messages competing for their attention.


Below are examples of bad and good subject lines with commentary on each.







	Bad Subject Lines






	Example

	Commentary






	Meeting

	Unhelpful when reader is trying to decide whether this email is something that needs immediate attention. Useless when someone is searching for it even a day later.








	technology report

	Too vague. Lack of capitalization looks careless and unprofessional.






	Report on technology expenses for the third quarter of 2019 attached

	Too long. Might get truncated on the screen. Syntax is convoluted.






	I’m not sure where the meeting is can you send me the address?

	Don’t write your email in the subject line. Also, don’t write run-ons in subject lines (or anywhere else).






	Language proposals

	Too vague. Proposals for what event? Are the proposals being submitted with this email, or is this a request for proposals?






	[Empty subject line]

	Subject-free emails tend to look like spam, and the lack of information is annoying to recipients. Seems lazy.














	Good Subject Lines






	Example

	Commentary






	1/13/20 Schedule for Cleveland Marketing Meeting

	Professional capitalization. Specific information with date. Good length. Specifies the aspect of meeting being discussed.






	Technology Expense Report Q3 2019

	Information presented compactly and in a way that is easy to process.






	Language Enthusiast Conference 2021: Call for Presentation Proposals

	Uses a colon effectively to break up information and make it more readable. Precise language.









For capitalization of your subject line, you have two main options:


•Capitalize the subject line as you would a title, beginning everything except minor words with capital letters.


•Capitalize the first word of the subject, as well as any proper nouns, but begin all or most other words with lowercase letters. This makes sense especially if your subject line is closer to a short sentence than a simple noun phrase.


The decision is a stylistic and aesthetic one, based on your own preferences and the context.


In managing an ongoing dialogue, it can sometimes be helpful to change subject lines to reflect evolving subject matter. Alternatively, begin a new dialogue.


1.2 The Subject Is Not Part of Your Email Message


Most email messages are no longer than a few paragraphs, and many messages are much shorter—a few lines. There is no minimum length requirement. The ideal length is this: as long as you need to get your point across.


No matter the length of the email, the subject line is not a substitute for a main idea in the email itself. People who write their emails as though the subject line is part of the message often confuse their readers. Here is an example of such an email:









	
To:




	
Ali Gold <ali.gold@lmno-inc.com>









	
From:




	
Jim Plant <jim.plant@xyz-inc.com>









	
Subject:




	
Proposal is now with the client . . .














. . . so let’s start on the next one this afternoon, okay?








Confusing Use of Subject Line


If the reader starts reading in the freeform box, as many people do, without first looking at the subject line, the email will make no sense. It’s easy to make your emails more readable. Just do it!


Here’s a solution for this one:









	
To:




	
Ali Gold <ali.gold@lmno-inc.com>









	
From:




	
Jim Plant <jim.plant@xyz-inc.com>









	
Subject:




	
Proposal is now with SQR














Ali,


The proposal just went out to SQR, so that’s done! Would you like to start on the next one this afternoon?


Good work.


Jim








Revised Email and Subject Line


This next sample email shows a different misuse of the subject line. If the reader, Ali, skips the subject line, she won’t know what the writer, Jim, is talking about, because he doesn’t mention the topic of the email in the message itself. The email needs to have standalone integrity without the subject line.









	
To:




	
Ali Gold <ali.gold@lmno-inc.com>











	
From:




	
Jim Plant <jim.plant@xyz-inc.com>









	
Subject:




	
Supplies for the March 8 Lexington meeting














Hi Ali,


Here’s what I think we should order:


1. coffee


2. seltzer


3. fruit salad


Do you think that’s enough?


Thanks,


Jim








Confusing Use of Subject Line #2


You personally may read every email’s subject line. But many people start in the box where the freeform email is composed. The following revision shows how to mention the topic twice, once in the subject and once in the email opening, in a way that isn’t boringly repetitive.









	
To:




	
Ali Gold <ali.gold@lmno-inc.com>











	
From:




	
Jim Plant <jim.plant@xyz-inc.com>









	
Subject:




	
Supplies for the March 8 Lexington meeting














Hi Ali,


Here’s what I think we should order for the March 8 meeting in Lexington:


1. coffee


2. seltzer


3. fruit salad


Do you think that’s enough?


Thanks,


Jim








Successful Integration of Subject into Email


1.3 The Point of Your Email


Somewhere within the first paragraph of your email, the reader needs to understand your purpose. Are you responding to a previous message from the recipient? Do you need a particular file? Are you trying to set up a meeting? Do you want to convince your manager that you need a new piece of software?


Whether your email message is two sentences or six paragraphs in length, you should state the main point of your message as soon as possible. In short emails, it is possible to send a perfectly sound email just one sentence in length, as long as that sentence clearly expresses your purpose.


Let’s take an example. Imagine that you are writing an email to your manager, Deanna. You have researched some new technology, and you have concluded that spending $10,000 on new hardware and software will save your department about $40,000 per quarter in tech-support costs. You have written and are attaching a three-page proposal describing the new technology and explaining the cost reductions.


Below is a common approach to this type of email.









	
To:




	
Deanna Smith <deanna.smith@xyz-inc.com>









	
From:




	
Marcia Rait <marcia.rait@xyz-inc.com>









	
Subject:




	
New Technology Purchases














Good morning, Deanna.


I have attached a three-page proposal I wrote describing $10,000 in new technology I am recommending our department purchase. The technology consists of new hardware and software.


I believe it would save us approximately $40,000 per quarter in support costs.


I would be glad to discuss this idea with you in more detail.


Thank you,


Marcia








Chronological Order: Spending First


Now, imagine a fire alarm goes off in the building right after Deanna finishes reading the subject, “New Technology Purchases,” and the first sentence, “I have attached a three-page proposal I wrote describing $10,000 in new technology I am recommending our department purchase.” That is what Deanna now has in her head as she descends the stairs and then stands out on the street in a snowstorm, waiting for the fire department to okay reentry. All she knows as the snow swirls around her head and the heavy wind keeps unwrapping her scarf is that Marcia wants something from her—and that it will cost her money.


That’s a shame, because the only reason Marcia is writing this email is that she wants to save Deanna, the department, and the company money. However, Deanna has no way to know that until she gets back inside from the snowstorm and finishes reading the email. Good weather or bad, why make her wait several sentences to be happy to receive the email?


The following revision solves this problem by putting the main idea—the savings—in the first sentence. The subject line, “Technology Cost-Savings Proposal,” does the same.









	
To:




	
Deanna Smith <deanna.smith@xyz-inc.com>









	
From:




	
Marcia Rait <marcia.rait@xyz-inc.com>









	
Subject:




	
Technology Cost-Savings Proposal














Good morning, Deanna.


I have attached a brief proposal I wrote describing a way we could dramatically reduce our technology costs.


Although this idea would require a onetime investment of $10,000 in new hardware and software, the new technology would save us approximately $40,000 per quarter in support costs.


I would be glad to discuss this idea with you in more detail.


Thank you,


Marcia








Most Important Idea First


Now Deanna will be happy as soon as she starts reading. The approach used in the revised email makes it more likely that Deanna will say yes. The department will save money, Deanna will forward the email so that other departments can save money, the firm will save a lot of money, and the writer will get a promotion and a raise!
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