Business Writing – Resource

Conventions of Structure & Style

Acknowledgement: many details provided by ‘Model Business Letters, Emails & Other Business Documents’, by Shirley Taylor.

Business Communication:  letters, emails, faxes, memos: 

See the models and notes below for examples of modern business letters, emails, memos & faxes.

Layout:  the most common layout now is the fully blocked layout, where there is no indentation of paragraphs or sections.  See examples below.

Punctuation: with the fully blocked style open punctuation is most common, where there is no punctuation included in the date, addresses, after the salutation or close, within abbreviations, or with numbers, e.g.: dates - 26 September 2005; abbreviations - eg ie pm am Mr etc

Contractions are perfectly acceptable in emails, but less common in business letters or memos.

Structure: 

The basic structure for business communication is generally the same, whether you are writing a letter, email, memo or fax:

1. Introduction – gives the background and basics, e.g. why you are writing, reference to a previous letter, contact or document

2. Details – gives or asks for information or instructions and provides all relevant details.  This section is divided into paragraphs, with one line space between each.

3. Response or Action – explains the action the reader should take, and/or the action the writer will take, giving a deadline as necessary.

4. Close – usually a simple one-liner.

Useful phrases: many expressions previously used in business writing are fast becoming out-dated, e.g. ‘the undersigned’, ‘abovementioned’, ‘as spoken’, ‘kindly be advised’, ‘I would like to bring to your attention’, ‘I am writing to advise you’, etc.  Good, modern business communication is becoming much simpler and clearer than before, and the standard recommendations are to write simply & clearly, to use short sentences, a natural style and a positive tone.  Usually in business communication today, writers use the active rather than the passive voice, unless there is a specific reason for using the passive, e.g. to be tactful – “An unfortunate mistake was made”; or if the writer wants to emphasize the action or a particular noun in the sentence.
Opening lines:

· Thank you for your letter of …

· It was good to meet you again at …

· We are planning to travel to …

· I am glad we were able to speak on the phone …

· Thanks for calling/writing.  Your news is very interesting …

· Further to …

Requests & Requests for action or response:

· We are interested in … as advertised …

· I was interested to see …

· I understand that you are …  and would like to receive a copy of your current catalogue.

· Please let me know …

· Please send payment to …, not later than …

· Please send me a quotation for the supply of …

· We would be glad if you could send us an estimate of the costs for …

· We should be obliged if you would … (quite formal)

· We must remind you that … (quite forceful)

Requests for payment, when payment is late:

· We notice that payment for X is still outstanding.

· We wish to draw your attention to our invoice number …

· We hope to receive your cheque by return.

· We look forward to your payment within the next few days

· We regret not having received a reply to our letter of …

· Failing payment by …, you will leave us no choice but to place the matter in other hands. (very forceful)

· Unless we hear from you within X days, we will have to consider seriously further steps we should take to obtain payment. (very forceful)

Response to requests:

· Thank you for your letter/email.  As requested we enclose …

· Thank you for your enquiry dated … regarding …

· We thank you for our enquiry of … and are pleased to quote as follows:

· We trust you will find our quotation/estimate satisfactory and look forward to receiving your order

· As stocks of these goods are limited, we suggest you place an order immediately.

Giving bad news & apologizing:

· I am so sorry that I had to cancel our meeting at short notice.

· We regret to say that we can no longer supply …

· Unfortunately, due to …

· I am sorry to inform you that …

· We are sorry not to be able …

· We are sorry it was necessary to …

· We very much regret having to ask …

· We apologize again for the error …

Giving good news & thanking:

· We are pleased to inform you 

· We are pleased to confirm

· We acknowledge with thanks your cheque for …

· We thank you for …

· I appreciate your agreement to …

· Thank you for your promptness in …

Making complaints:

· Unfortunately …

· I regret to inform you that when I opened the package …

· When we examined the goods, we found that …

· Please credit my account with …

· We have recently received several complaints from our customers about your …

· The delay in … is causing us considerable inconvenience …

· I look forward to receiving your comments on this matter.

· The service is well below the standard expected.

· I am sure you will wish to look into this and find out what happened.

Responding to complaints:

· We are sorry to learn from your letter of …

· I was very concerned to hear that …

· Thank you for your letter of  … pointing out faults in …

· I quite understand your annoyance at …

· We try very hard to …

· We appreciate the opportunity to clarify this issue.

· You have rightly pointed out that …

· We apologize for the inconvenience this has caused you.

· We sympathize with your problem but regret … (used when request is refused)

Applications:

· I wish to apply for the post … advertised in the … on …

· I was interested to see your advertisement in … and wish to apply for the post.

· I understand from … that there is an opening in your company for …

· X informs me that she will be leaving your company on … and if her position has not been filled, I should like to be considered.

· (Close) I hope you will consider my application favourably and grant me an interview.

· (Close) I look forward to hearing from you and being granted the opportunity of an interview.  

Goodwill messages:

· I would like to convey my warm congratulations on your …

· We would like to congratulate you / thank you for …

Concluding comments:

· I look forward to meeting/seeing/hearing from you soon.

· A prompt reply would be appreciated.

· Please let me know if you need further information/details

· We will be pleased to send you any further information you need.

· I’ll be pleased to help you sort out this problem.

· I appreciate your understanding/help regarding …

· As the matter is urgent, we would like this information by the end of this week.

· We hope to receive the … by the end of this week/month.

· My apologies again for this mistake.

· Your prompt reply will be appreciated (formal)

· Please treat this matter as one of urgency (forceful)

Example Letter:

	Letterheaded paper
	Smith Publishing Group
London, Oxford, Edinburgh, Dublin



	Reference: usually the writer’s initials & possibly the department
	LT/TD

	Date: this is the standard UK date presentation.  
	11 November 2005

	Inside address: The address should appear as it would on an envelope.  The name appears as the addressee signs his/her letters, e.g. ‘Mr David Smith’ not ‘Mr D Smith’ if he signs David Smith
	Mr David Smith

Senior Researcher

Long Publishing Ltd

23 Copeman Street

Glasgow

GL5 6JG



	Salutation: see information below on salutations & closes
	Dear David



	Heading: usually upper case 
	PUBLICATION DATE FOR ‘LEARNER’ SERIES 2

	Body of letter: 

Intro: a brief introduction, possibly mentioning previous meetings, etc.

Details: separate paragraphs as necessary, flowing logically – giving information, asking for instructions, etc.

Action: action the reader and/or writer will take, possibly including a deadline 
Close: usually a simple one-liner


	Thank you for taking time to meet us at the Frankfurt Book Fair.  It was very helpful to have the time to discuss the publication processes we had corresponded about, and to talk generally about upcoming projects.

I have checked with my colleagues regarding suitable dates for publicity activities and school visits.  Annie Thom, Richard Harris and myself will all be available from 14 January to 2 February, and from 13 March to 1 April.  I have also enclosed a suggested schedule for school visits, based on experience with ‘Learner’ Series 1.

It would be very helpful if you could let us know as soon as possible which dates will suit you best.  As you know, it is always difficult to keep diary dates clear for very long.

Looking forward to hearing from you.



	Close: see information below
	Best regards

	Signature
	John Brown



	Sender’s name 
	John Brown

	Title & department
	Marketing Director



	Enclosure: as necessary
	Encs

	Copies: others who received the letter, listed alphabetically 
	Copy  Joan Hill, Series Editor


Salutations:

If you know the name of the person you are writing to, this is used in the salutation, e.g,: 

· Dear Mr Smith, Dear David, Dear Ms Smith

If you don’t know the name of the person you are writing to, the following salutations are appropriate:

· Dear Sirs (if you are writing to an organization)

· Dear Sir or Madam (if you are writing to one person)

Closes:

If you know the name of the person you are writing to, the following closes are appropriate:

· Yours sincerely, Sincerely, Best regards, Regards

If you don’t have the name of the person you are writing to, use the close:  Yours faithfully

Email example:

	
	From
	Liz_skitt@holywell.co.uk
	Date: 11:04:06 15:10:29

	
	To
	Jamie.smith@eon.co.uk

	
	CC
	Douglas.macdonald@eon.co.uk

	Subject Line needs to be specific & clear
	Subject
	December meeting in Birmingham

	Friendly opening:

Details: clear & logical sequencing of information & questions.

Action: clear question asking for decision from the reader

Friendly one-liner as concluding remark.
	Hi Jamie

I hope things are well with you.

I was pleased to hear that you are planning to be at the Ideal Home Show in Birmingham in December.  This would be a great opportunity for us to meet and discuss the renewal of the lease for Holywell House.

Would Thursday 14 December suit you for our meeting?  I will be available all day, so please let me know what time would suit you best.

I’ll look forward to meeting you again soon.

Best regards

Liz




Example Memo: Most companies have standard templates for internal memos

	Memorandum title 
	Memorandum

	To: lists recipients’ names
	To
	Sue Iam, May Self, Liz Skitt

	From: sender’s name (& title)


	From
	Jamaica Inland

	Reference:  initials of sender & possibly department
	Reference
	JI/TD

	Date: standard UK date presentation
	Date
	11 November 2005

	No salutation is necessary
	

	Heading: Memo topic - usually upper case 
	PERFORMANCE APPRAISAL SESSIONS 2005

	Body of Memo: should be separated into clear paragraphs, leading to a logical conclusion 


	Many thanks for returning your completed self-evaluation forms to me so promptly.

Individual Performance Appraisal sessions are currently being scheduled and you will receive information regarding your own appointment shortly by email.

As preparation, please remember to review your job specifications and, if applicable, the written record of your appraisal from December 2004.  If you would like me to re-send a copy of either of these documents, please let me know.

I look forward to discussing your work in 2005 with you, and setting goals for 2006.  



	No close required 
	

	Signature
	Jamaica Inland



	Sender’s name and title don’t need to be repeated 
	

	Enclosure: as necessary
	Encs

	Copies: any further copies distributed 
	Copy  Joan Hill, Series Editor


Reports & Proposals: 

There are many different kinds of reports and proposals, but the purpose each time is to provide a foundation for decisions to be made and actions taken.  The skills involved in writing reports and proposals are mainly the same, but there are some differences between the two documents:

	Reports:
	Proposals:

	Contain information about what happened in the past
	Examine what may happen in the future

	Aim mainly to provide information
	Aim mainly to persuade a reader to make specific decisions

	Record objective facts
	Expression opinions, supported by objective facts


There are standard sections that reports are usually set out in, but not all sections are necessary for every report – it depends on the length of the report, and its nature, e.g. business report or scientific report, etc.  The following order of sections in a report is common:

	Short Reports
	Long Reports

	· Title

· Introduction

· Discussion

· Summary & Conclusions

· Recommendations

· (Appendix)
	· Title or title page

· (Contents list)

· (Abstract)

· Introduction

· Summary & Conclusions

· Recommendations

· (Appendix)


Below is an overview of what is generally included in the different sections, as necessary:
	Title page
	Title; author’s name; the date.  Only long reports need a title page.

	Acknowledgements 
	A list any contributors to the production of the report

	Contents 


	A list of the main sections, with page numbers.  Most reports have a progressive numbering system, e.g. major sections numbered 1, 2, 3 etc; subsections numbered 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, etc.

The contents page is not necessary in reports of less than three pages.  

	Abstract or summary 


	A summary of the report (80-120 words long), including a statement of the main task, the methods used, conclusions reached and any recommendations made.  It appears in library files and journals, and won’t usually be printed with the report, so needs to be able to stand along.  It should be written after the main body of the report.  

Note: it is not the same as the ‘executive summary’ – please see below.

	Introduction 


	The introduction is brief, and answers the following questions:

· What is the topic?

· Who asked for the report & why?

· What is the background/context?

· What was the method of working? (This may be transferred to the appendix, if complex)

· What were the sources?  (Again, if there are many, this can go in the appendix)

The introduction also defines the limits of the report.

	Results or Findings 
	This appears in scientific or statistical reports, and should be presented as simply as possible, often including graphs, charts, and diagrams.

	Discussion 


	This is the main body of the report.   Paragraphs should begin with the main point of the paragraph, backed up by the following details or explanations.  analysis and interpretation of results, explaining their significance.

	Summary, Conclusions and Recommendations 


	This section draws together the main issues, without presenting any new information.  The summary and conclusion section is sometimes placed before the discussion section, describing the purpose of the report, your conclusions and how you reached them.  Conclusions should say what options or actions you consider best and what can be learned from what has happened before.  They may include or may lead to your recommendations: what should be done in the future?

	References
	Precise details, as necessary, of all the work by other authors referred to within the report.

	Appendices 
	Included if necessary - additional related information, which the reader can consult.

	Executive Summary
	The summary, conclusions & recommendations as a separate document, so that readers can get the information they need without reading the whole report


Writing style for reports & proposals:

Use short, concise language and tightly focused paragraphs.  Headings should be bold or underlined. 

Use of passive or active voices depends on the style and purpose of the report: 

· The active voice allows the writer to produce short, punchy sentences, and is becoming increasingly common for most business reports; 

· The passive voice appears more formal and considered and is more suitable for academic writing.   

Suggested order of writing:

The following order of writing is generally suggested, because finishing each section will help with the writing of the next one: 1 – Introduction; 2 – Discussion; 3 – Summary & Conclusions; 4 – (Abstract); 5 – Title or title page; 6 – (Contents Page); 7 – (Appendix)

Example of a short report:

	
	Mangiare Stores

Initial Report on Possibility of Starting a Flexi-time Policy

	State who asked for the report and what you were asked to do. List the steps taken to gather the information required.
	INTRODUCTION

Jane Bennet, Managing Directory, asked me to investigate the possibility of beginning a flexi-time policy, allowing staff to arrive and leave work at varied times.  To do this, I took the following steps:

1. I prepared a questionnaire and sent it to all company employees, requesting that they return the information to me not later than 2 November.

2. I discussed the issue with all department heads and team leaders.

3. I interviewed a randomly selected group of thirty employees

	State the findings in a logical order.  Use reported speech.
	DISCUSSION

The results of the questionnaire demonstrated that 94% of employees would be in favour of introducing a flexi-time policy.  The reasons they gave for this were:

· The policy would allow them to avoid rush-hour traffic, making their journeys to and from work considerably quicker

· Parents would be able to take part in the process of taking their children to school, instead of relying on partner’s and neighbours to do so.

· The system would be fairer, since it is very often necessary to work late, but no allowance is currently made for this in terms of arriving later the next day.

The results of the questionnaire were supported by the results of the interviews with a randomly selected group of employees.

Interviews with department heads and team leaders demonstrated cautious support of this policy.  While department heads and team leaders were generally in favour of the scheme, also commenting on how they would also benefit, concerns were expressed that clear limits should be set for the times that employees could arrive and leave.  Team leaders in particular were concerned that work would be disrupted if half of the team arrived and left quite early, and the other half arrived and left much later.

	Make a logical conclusion from the findings.
	CONCLUSIONS

A flexi-time policy would be popular and widely used if we decide to implement this.  There is some concern however among department heads and team leaders that, if not carefully regulated, the policy could interfere with work.

	Suggest action that should be taken.
	RECOMMENDATIONS

I suggest that the company should give futher consideration to offering a flexi-time policy, in particular the time limits that would be set within this policy.  Further, I suggest that a trial-run of the flexi-time policy would help determine its effects.

	Sign the report, including your title, the date & a reference.
	Sally Potter

HR Manager

SP/HR

16 November 2006


Suggested Further Resources:

Writing (2nd edition)
Oxford University Press – part of the Resource Books for Teachers series

Tricia Hedge

ISBN: 0-19-442190-2

Model Business Letters, E-mails & Other Business Documents (6th edition)
Pearson Books, and part of the Financial Times Prentice Hall series

Shirley Taylor

ISBN: 0-273-67524-9

Writing a Report – How to prepare, write and present effective reports (7th edition)

John Bowden

ISBN: 1-85703-922-X

The Plain English Campaign is a pressure group fighting for public information to be written in plain English, but their site also includes good examples, free guides, etc.

www.plainenglish.co.uk 
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