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10 Tips for Writing Business Messages that Get Results
by Julie G. Levitt

Good Writing Is Good for Business

Define your purpose

Get to the point

Connect with your audience

Stress benefits over features

Write in the active voice

Keep your message concise and energized
Capture attention with clear headings and lists
Call for action

Make it positive

Make it conversational, not stilted

This writing aid provides practical techniques for writing compelling business messages that
get results.
1. Define Your Purpose First

Start by clarifying exactly what you want to accomplish. Do you want to:

. Request action or information
" Provide information

= Instruct

. Solicit an appointment or sale

A clear purpose helps you write an organized and grounded message.

2. Get to the Point with a Clear Focus Statement

Research shows that if your reader has to dig for the point longer than the first two
paragraphs, your message is toast. Make a list of the three most important points you
want to make, and then focus first on the main one.

If the reader has to dig for the key point longer
than 30 seconds, your message is toast!
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Write a bumper sticker. Boil your main point down to one sentence; then refine it into a
compelling bumper sticker. This is the focus of your message—for both your reader and
for you. This bumper sticker will be your focus statement to help orient you and your
reader to the primary message. Include it in your first paragraph, with the exception of a
bad news message, in which case you want to begin with a neutral introduction.

Connect with Your Audience

To appeal to your readers, you need to speak their language. Think about the readers,
and tailor your content to meet their needs. Match your content to their profile
(knowledgeable about the subject or not, young or old, urban or rural, education level, and
agreement or not with your topic). When you speak your readers’ language, you are more
likely to connect well with them. Use acronyms only with readers who know what they
mean. Avoid any terms not appropriate for your reader’s background or experience.

Emphasize Benefits, not Features

Mention any benefits to the reader or the reader’s organization in the first paragraph.
Benefits attract reader attention and motivate a positive response—two major goals of
good business writing. Some examples of reader benefits include:

* increasing income

= reducing spending, waste, or errors

» saving money or time

= improving productivity, quality, skills, knowledge, business opportunities

= serving others

Even avoiding a fine or fee for noncompliance is a reader motivator—explain how that can
happen.

Benefits attract more attention than features. To persuade your reader(s) to buy an
idea or proposal, a service, or a product, always emphasize benefits. Examples of
features of a business writing training program include methods of training delivery or
evaluation, proposed time schedule for training, instructional materials. Examples of
benefits include improved rapport in written communications, reduction of errors,
increased productivity, reduced rework caused by miscommunication. Review the table
below to see how the features of a cruiser-style bicycle are translated into benefits:

Cruiser Bicycle Benefits

Features Benefits

Raised handle bars Handle bar placement promotes upright seating that
reduces back stress and focuses vision clearly ahead

Handle bar rotation Handle bar rotation shift provides clear view of gear

shift design indicators and is easier to operate than a lever shift
Original flat foot Allows for upright seating with feet on the ground when
technology stopped, improving balance
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Energize Your Message With the Active Voice

How do the following sentences differ in impact?

" A discount of 10 percent is offered for scheduling more than two sessions.

" J. G. Levitt Professional Development offers a 10 percent discount for scheduling
more than two sessions.
In the first sentence, we don’t know who is doing the action. In the second, it’s clear that
the company offers the discount.

When the doer of the action is the subject, the sentence is in the active voice.

Using the active voice always adds more energy to a message and inspires more trust in
readers. You especially want to use active voice to emphasize anything positive that you
or your organization is doing—then the emphasis is on you, the doer. Of course, a time
not to use the active is when you describe a negative situation or error—then soften the
blow by not making the doer the subject.

" Your order was misplaced, but it will be shipped out today
(Not “We misplaced your order.”)

Keep Your Message Concise and Motivating

Strive to keep your concepts clear and trimmed of excess baggage. Review your focus
statement (bumper sticker) and make a list of the key points you want to make to convey
your message clearly. Then arrange the list in the best order of presentation to convey
your message well. This provides an outline for developing your message effectively.
Now write a rough draft of your message by quickly expanding the key points into
sentences and paragraphs. Write your rough draft freely without editing or correcting any
detail—just capture the ideas as they gel and before you lose them. Delete any content
not relevant or necessary to your topic.

Tighten and energize the message. Now review your rough draft carefully and fine tune
it to get maximum results:

" Review your message to discover passages that are too long, cumbersome, or
unnecessary.

" Could you clarify a lengthy section by condensing the key essentials to a few clear
bullet points?

" Can you eliminate redundant content or bullet points?

" Can you capture attention better by using headings and lists (see #7 below)

Add motivation. Can you include words that motivate action and excite? The ten most
appealing words for business messages include: you (the #1 most powerful word in every
study), results, health, guarantee, discover, love, proven, safety, save, and new.
Other motivating words include learn, improve, advance, and easy, as well as all words
or phrases related to a reader benefit. (Review #4 on page 2.)
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7.  Capture Attention With Headings and Lists

One of the most powerful techniques for capturing reader attention in any business
message (email, proposal, report, letter) is to use clearly worded headings and lists. Here
is how these two formatting techniques grab attention and improve clarity:

Headings. Provide an overview summary of your message at a glance, preview the
upcoming content to improve reader comprehension, and provide a quick reference point
for finding specific information.

Lists. Clarify details otherwise buried in paragraphs, provide convenient checklists for
instructions, and help readers avoid missing important details.

Headings and lists serve as markers to guide readers through your message, find key
information, and pinpoint detail clearly. Always use formatting (a different font, bold,
color—or all of these) to make headings stand out from the body.

8. Call for Action

Business messages are often written to request some action (to send you information,
support your project, buy into your idea or product, provide needed feedback). You'll
always get better results when you ask clearly and politely. Try “I would like your thoughts
(assistance) on this request. You can contact me at (phone number or email address)”.
Or try, “Please contact us today for more information.” Please let me know if you are
available to meet (or talk by phone) on either x or x date.”

9. Make it Positive

You'll get a 50 to 100 percent better result if your message contains positive, rather than
negative words and phrases. When you complete your final revision, review the message
for any words that have a negative tone—these words instantly repel readers. Take the
time to find a more positive way to say it: Instead of “We ¢ a rhave the report to you until
May 15,” say “We can have the report to you by May 14.” Avoid words that are
demanding, demeaning, or demoralizing. Aim to build productive relationships using a
tone that makes the reader feel important as a person, not like just an account number or
cog in the wheel of business.

10. Make It Conversational, Not Stilted

As a final step, read your message aloud to see if it sounds conversational. Revise any
terms that are too abstract, impersonal, or stilted. Trust your ear.

. Use simple, clear terms—instead of “disseminate,” say “send.”
" Make the tone personal, not mechanical. Use the reader’'s name, or “you.”
. Substitute contractions for stilted phrases: Say “doesn’t” not “does not.”
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PowER WRITING TIPS

Quarter 3, 2010 Issue How to Boost Writing Clarity

To make your writing clear and informative, use specific, concrete
terms, and avoid general, vague wording.

Be Specific and Use Numbers and Percentages

Review the examples below to see how using numbers and per-
centages as well as specific, rather than vague or general terms
increases clarity:

No: We will meet before the end of the month. (too general)
Yes: We will meet on May 26.

No: She noted that most of the team approved the change.
Yes: She noted that 98 percent of the team approved . . .

No: We had a large increase in sales this month.
Yes: We increased sales by $250,000 this month.

Quotable Quote Practice: Circle the words that are too vague in these sentences:
1. Chris expects a gradual increase in costs.
On Perseverance 2. We need several more votes to pass this measure.

3. This situation requires a quality review.

"We can do anything
we want to if we stick to
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Need Writing Solutions for Your Team? Call Us Today!

. .. practical tools I can use right away, and they work.”

~Helen Keller

Julie Levitt and Jeff Craig offer solid, profes- Participants Say:
sional, on-site training and conference work- ¢ Great trﬁmers!
shops. You'll take home (and use) a high quality estwnting course | havehad.
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ticipant improvement of 35% to 75% or higher. o Levitt is the Writing Goddess!
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To schedtife a course for your team, please contact us at 208-853-7027 or jalevitt@cableone.net




