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Introduction:
pitfalls and

opportunities

Writing is easy, all you do is sit staring at a
blank sheet of paper until the drops of blood

form on your forehead.
Gene Fowler

In a busy business life writing anything can be a chore. There
are surely more important things to be done. People to meet,
decisions to be made, action to be taken. Yet all of these things
and more can be dependent on written communication. A letter
or memo may set up a meeting, a report may present a case and
prompt a decision, a proposal may act persuasively to make
sure certain action is taken or a particular option is selected.

Reading business papers can also be a chore though, and
they will not achieve their purpose unless they are read, under-
stood and do their job well enough to actively prompt the
reader to action. Business writing must earn a reading.

You are probably both a reader and a writer of business
documents. Consider writing with your reader’s hat on for a



moment. Do you read everything that crosses your desk? Do
you read every word of the things you do read? Do you read
everything from the first word through in sequence, or do you
dip into things? Almost certainly the answers make it clear that
not all writing is treated equally. Some documents are more
likely to be read than others. Of course, some subjects demand
your attention. Who ignores a personal note from the
Managing Director? But the fact that some things have to
be read does not make their reading any easier or more
pleasurable. 

Good writing, which means, not least, something that is easy
to read and understand, will always be likely to get more atten-
tion than sloppy writing. Yet prevailing standards in this area
are by no means universally good. I suspect that if I was given
a pound for everyone in the world who, as I type this, is strug-
gling through some document and wishing it was better
written, I would not need to be writing! Something seems to
happen when pen is put to paper as it were, and communica-
tions and effectiveness suffer. There is a hotel in the United
Kingdom that has the following sign on the inside of every
bedroom door: ‘In the interests of security, please ensure that
your door is fully closed when entering or leaving your room’.
Just one sentence, but it is nonsense (or a good trick if you can
do it), yet someone wrote this, printed and posted it and still
apparently no one noticed.

Why is this? Maybe it is education; or lack of it. Certainly
little I did at school assisted me with the kind of writing I found
myself having to do once I was in business. Maybe it is lack of
feedback; perhaps managers are too tolerant of what is put in
front of them. If more of it was rejected, and had to be
rewritten, then more attention might be brought to bear on the
task.

Habits are important here too. We all develop a style of
writing and may find it difficult to shift away from it. Worse,
bad habits may be reinforced by practice. For example, in one
computer company where I was asked to conduct a course on
proposal writing, I was sent a number of currently typical
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proposals that seemed to me largely gobbledegook. I asked
why they were put together as they were, and it became clear
that all that had happened was that one proposal had been
used as a model for the next; this had continued for six years!
During that time no one had really thought about the style of
document being used at all. It took a new manager to realise
that the rate of strike in terms of new orders was being actively
influenced for the worse by the low standard involved. 

Deadly detail
We can all recognise the really bad report, without structure or
style, but with an excess of jargon, convoluted sentences and
which prompts the thought: ‘What is it trying to say?’ But such
documents do not have to be a complete mess to fail in their
purpose. They are inherently fragile. One wrongly chosen word
may dilute understanding or act to remove what would other-
wise be a positive impression made.

Even something as simple as a spelling mistake (and, no,
spell checkers are not infallible) may have a negative effect. I
will never forget, in my first year in a consulting firm, playing a
small part in proposals that were submitted to a dairy products
company. After meetings, deliberations and more meetings a
written proposal was sent. A week passed. Then an envelope
arrived from the company concerned. Inside was a single sheet
of paper. It was a copy of the title page of the proposal and on
it was written, in red ink the three words ‘No thank you’; this
alongside a red ring drawn around one typed word. The word
‘dairy’ had been spelt ‘diary’. For a long while after that every-
thing was checked much more carefully.

As a very first rule to drum into your subconscious – check,
check and check again. I treasure the computer manual which
states ‘The information presented in this publication has been
carefully for reliability’; no one is infallible, but I digress.

Whether the cause of a document being less good than it
should be is major or minor, the damage is the same. Yet some-
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times, despite recognising poor writing when they see it, people
may believe that writing habits cannot be changed. I am not
sure why. I do a great deal of work in presentations skills
training and people rarely doubt that that skill can be improved
by training. Yet with writing they do.

A major opportunity
No matter. Whatever the reasons for poor writing may be,
suffice to say that, if prevailing standards are low, then there is
a major opportunity here for those who better that standard.
More so for those who excel. Business writing is what I
call a ‘career’ skill. It is not only important in a job, and to the
undertaking of specific tasks and the results they, in turn,
produce – but it is also important to the individual. Bad reports
might just come back to haunt you later and, just as with
certain other skills, progress in an organisation or a career may
be dependent on a minimum quality of performance of such
tasks.

Recently I commented on the enthusiasm of a group on an
in-company course for the topic and was told by the manager
who had set up the event: ‘No one gets promoted in this organ-
isation unless they can make a good presentation and write a
good report’. Sensible enough and, I suspect, increasingly
common.

So, business writing, and particularly the writing of longer
documents – the reports and proposals this book is concerned
with – is a vital skill. There may be a great deal hanging on a
document doing the job it is intended to do – a decision, a sale,
a financial result, or a personal reputation. For those who can
acquire sound skills in this area very real opportunities exist.
The more you have to write, and the more important the docu-
ments you create, then the more true this is.

Quite simply, if you write well then you are more likely to
achieve your business goals.

This point cannot be overemphasised. One sheet of paper
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may not change the world, but – well written – it can influence
many events in a way that affects results and those doing the
writing.

And you can write well. We may not all aspire to or succeed
in writing the great novel, but most people can learn to turn
out good business writing – writing that is well tailored to its
purpose and likely to create the effect it intends. This book
reviews some of the approaches that can make writing reports
and proposals easier, quicker (a worthwhile end in itself) and,
most important, more likely to achieve their purpose.

Good business writing need not be difficult. It is a skill which
can be developed with study and practice. Some effort may be
involved, and certainly practice helps, but it could be worse.
Somerset Maugham is quoted as saying: ‘There are three rules
for writing the novel. Unfortunately, no one knows what they
are’. Business writing is not so dependent on creativity, though
this is involved, and it is subject to certain rules. Rules, of
course, are made to be broken. But they do act as useful guide-
lines and can therefore be a help. This book reviews how to go
about the writing task and, in part, when to follow the rules
and when to break them.

Many of the points that follow relate to both reports and
proposals, any special points regarding the persuasive nature of
proposals are reserved for their own chapter; any overlap is
intentional.

Patrick Forsyth
Touchstone Training & Consultancy

28 Saltcote Maltings
Maldon

Essex CM9 4QP
United Kingdom
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What makes good
business writing?

Despite predictions about the ‘paperless office’ we seem as
surrounded – submerged? – by paper as ever. Indeed as docu-
mentation is essentially only a form a communication, this is
likely to remain so. However a case is presented, even if there is
no paper, as with something sent through e-mail for example, it
has to be written.

With no communication any organisation is stifled. Without
communication nothing much would happen. Communication
– good communication – should oil the wheels of organisa-
tional activity and facilitate action. This is true of even the
simplest memo, and is certainly so of something longer and
more complex like a report.

The hazards of communication
Communication is – inherently – inclined to be less than
straightforward. Perhaps this is an understatement: com-
munication can be downright difficult. We all know this and
experience it day to day. How often in your office do people
say: ‘What exactly do you mean?’, ‘Why ever didn’t you say
so?’, ‘Don’t you understand anything?’, ‘Listen, for goodness
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sake, listen’. Confusion in all its forms is a constant lurking
presence. 

Confusion may occur after just a few words. What exactly is
‘24-hour service’ other than insufficiently spelt out? When
exactly can we expect something someone says they will do
‘right away’? If this is true of such tiny communications, how
much more potential for misunderstanding does a 25-page
report present? 

Much of the confusion arising from unclear communication
is due to lack of thought. In discussion, the old adage that we
should engage the brain before the mouth is a good one. Yet in
conversation at least the opportunity to sort things out is there.
A question can be asked, a clarification given and the conversa-
tion can then proceed with everyone clear what was meant. But
with written communication the danger is that the confusion
lasts. There is not necessarily an immediate opportunity to
check (the writer might be 100 miles away), and a misunder-
standing on page 3 may skew the whole message taken from an
entire report.

Serious, and very serious
Once something is in writing any error that causes misunder-
standing is made permanent, at least for a while. The dangers
of ill-thought out writing varies:

■ It may be wrong, but still manage to convey its meaning.
For instance, a prominently displayed sign on a golf course
instructs: ‘No dog walking or exercising on the course
unless playing golf’. Clever dogs only? This notice may
amuse, but it will probably be understood. No great harm
done perhaps, though in business any fault tends to high-
light the possibility of other, more serious, faults.

■ It may try hard to please, yet end up giving the wrong
impression. In a Renaissance Hotel I stayed in recently
there was a sign on the coffee shop tables that said:
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Courtesy of Choice: The concept and symbol of ‘Courtesy of
Choice’ reflect the centuries-old philosophy that acknowledges differ-
ences while allowing them to exist together in harmony. ‘Courtesy of
Choice’ accommodates the preferences of individuals by offering both
smoking and non-smoking areas in the spirit of conviviality and mutual
respect. 

An absurd over-politeness just ends up making the message
sound rude – this restaurant has both smoking and non-
smoking areas and if you are a non-smoker and find your-
self next to a smoker, tough. It does matter.

■ It may be so muddled as to confuse (and dilute image as it
does so). For example, Blockbuster video stores recently
communicated with their film hire customers thus:

Limited Time Only. Rentals not returned by noon on date due shall be
assessed an extended viewing fee on a per rental period basis. 5-day
rentals are now 1-week rentals and if not received by noon on the 9th
day shall be assessed extended viewing fee equal to the original price
for each additional weekly rental period, provided that the extended
viewing fee policy in participating franchise stores may vary.
Membership rules apply to rental. At participating stores for a limited
time. See participating stores for details and extended viewing fee
policy. 

Clear? I doubt it. Annoyed? Very probably, and if you run
foul of the rules and then someone tells you that ‘It was all
made clear in writing’ very annoyed, no doubt.

■ It may do real damage. A press release is an important piece
of writing. I noticed one quoted in the national press
recently, sent out by the consulting group Accenture. The
item commented that Accenture envisioned: ‘A world
where economic activity is ubiquitous, unbounded by the
traditional definitions of commerce and universal’. 

Er, yes – or rather, no. The item referred not to the content
of the release, only to the fact that it contained a statement
so wholly gobbledegook as to have no meaning at all. It is

8 ■ How to write reports and proposals



sad when the writing is so bad that it achieves less than
nothing.

■ It may just be nonsense: like the form accompanying details
for those wishing to open an account with savings bank
ING Direct, which asks the applicant to specify their sex as
male, female or unknown. Or the sales letter offering, ‘free
CDs at discount prices’. Clearly an out and out mistake is
recognised as just that, but its presence can reduce the
overall credibility of the writer or their organisation.

I suspect that one could extend such a list of examples exten-
sively, right through to the language of highly abbreviated text
messages. The point here is clear: it is all too easy for the
written word to fail. I am sure that all the above were the
subject of some thought and checking, but not enough. Put pen
to paper and you step onto dangerous ground.

So, the first requirement of good business writing is clarity.
And I make no apology for the fact that this is returned to more
than once through this book. A good report needs thinking
about if it is to be clear, and it should never be taken for
granted that understanding will be automatically generated by
what we write.

It is more likely that we will give due consideration to clarity,
and give the attention it needs to achieving it, if we are clear
about the purpose of any report we may write.

Why have a report?
Exactly why a report is written is important. This may seem
self evident, yet many reports are no more than something
‘about’ their topic. Their purpose is not clear. Without clear
intentions the tendency is for the report to ramble, to go round
and round and not come to any clear conclusion.

Reports may be written for many reasons, for example they
may intend to:
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■ inform;
■ recommend;
■ motivate;
■ prompt or play a part in debate;
■ persuade;
■ impress;
■ record;
■ reinforce or build on existing situations or beliefs;
■ instruct.

In addition, they may have more complex objectives such as
changing people’s attitudes. Further, such factors are not mutu-
ally exclusive. You may need to do a number of things simulta-
neously. Or you may need to do some things for one group of
people and others for different groups. A report designed to
explain an organisational change, and set implementation in
train, may need to pick up and develop a situation of which
senior people are generally aware, yet start from scratch with
others. The first group may be already persuaded that the
change is good, and are eager for the details. The others may be
deeply suspicious.

Any such complexity compounds the problem of writing an
appropriate report. But recognising and understanding such
complexities, and seeing any inherent conflicts that may
affect the way a report is received, is the first step to being able
to produce something that will do the job required and do it
well.

Readers’ expectations
If a report is to be well received, then it must meet certain
expectations of its readers. Before going into these let us
consider generally what conditions such expectations.
Psychologists talk about what they call ‘cognitive cost’. This is
best explained by example. Imagine you are wanting to
programme the video recorder. You want to do something that
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is other than routine, so you get out the instruction book. Big
mistake. You open it (try this, you can open it at random) and
the two-page spread shouts at you ‘This is going to be diffi-
cult!’ Such a document has a high cognitive cost, rather than
appearing inviting, even a cursory look is off-putting. 

People are wary of this effect. They look at any document
almost expecting reading it to be hard work. If they discover it
looks easier and more inviting than they thought (a low cogni-
tive cost), then they are likely to read it with more enthusiasm.
Moreover, the effect here can be powerful: a real – perhaps
surprising – clarity can score points. Reading between the lines,
people take such clarity to mean a number of things: that
trouble has been taken, that considerable, impressive expertise
is evident.

Overall, what gives people the feeling, both at first glance
and as they get further into it, that a report is not to be avoided
on principle? In no particular order, readers like it if a docu-
ment is:

■ Brief: obviously something shorter is likely to appear to be
easier to read than something long, but what really matters
is that a report is of an appropriate length for its topic and
purpose. Perhaps the best word to apply is succinct – to the
point, long enough to say what is necessary and no more. A
report may be 10 pages long, or 50, and still qualify for this
description.

■ Clear: the reader must be able to understand it. And this
applies in a number of ways, for example, it should be
clearly written (in the sense of not being convoluted), and
use appropriate language – you should not feel that, as an
intended reader, you have to look up every second word in
a dictionary.

■ Precise: saying exactly what is necessary and not constantly
digressing without purpose.

■ In ‘our language’: in other words using a level and style of
language that is likely to make sense to the average reader,
and which displays evidence of being designed to do so.
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■ Simple: avoiding unnecessary complexity (something we
will return to in Chapter 4).

■ Well structured: so that it proceeds logically through a
sequence that is clear and makes sense as a reasonable way
of dealing with the message.

■ Descriptive: again we return to this in Chapter 4, here it
suffices to say that if there is a need to paint a picture the
document must do so in a way that gets that picture over.

All these characteristics have in common that they can act to
make reading easier. Further, they act cumulatively. That is, the
more things are right in each of these ways, the clearer the
overall report will be. If the impression is given that attention
has actively been given to making the reader’s task easier, so
much the better.

Exercise
Both the above factors are worth personalising to the kind of people
to whom you must write. Whether this is internal (colleagues perhaps)
or external (people like customers or collaborators) you need to be
clear what your communications have to do and what kind of expec-
tations exist at the other end. For example, a technical person may
have different expectations from a layperson, and may be looking to
check a level of detail that must exist and be clearly expressed for the
report to be acceptable to him or her.

Make a list of typical recipients of your documents and what they
expect, to keep by you as you write.

The readers’ perspective
It follows logically from what has been said in this chapter so
far that a good report must reflect the needs of the readers.
Report writing cannot be undertaken in a vacuum. It is not
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simply an opportunity for the writer to say things as he or she
wants. Ultimately only its readers can judge a report to be
good. Thus their perspective is the starting point and as the
report writer you need to think about who the intended readers
are, how they think, how they view the topic of the report,
what their experience to date is of the issues, and how they are
likely to react to what you have to say. The following case
study makes clear the importance of assessing your own inten-
tions alongside the viewpoint of others before communicating.

What makes good business writing? ■ 13

Case study
A travel agency is essentially a service and a people business. In
one particular firm, with a chain of some 30 retail outlets across
several counties, business was lagging behind targets. The
industry was, at the time, not in recession, rather the lag was due
to competitive activity and was potentially something that a more
active, sales-oriented approach could potentially cure. Initially the
approach to the problem was to draw attention to the problem at
every level. Memos were circulated to all staff. The figures quoted
– the sales revenue planned and the amount to come from holi-
days, flights etc – were substantial amounts. Even the shortfall
was some hundreds of thousands of pounds.

The result? Well, certainly the sales graph did not rise. But,
equally certainly, staff morale dropped. People went from feeling
they worked for a successful organisation to thinking it was – at
worst – foundering; and feeling that the fault was being laid at
their door. The figures meant little to the kind of young people
who staffed the counters – being just unimaginably large numbers
to which they were wholly unable to relate personally.

With the need to redress the situation becoming more urgent, a
different strategy was planned. A new document was circulated
(ahead of a sales conference). The large shortfall was amortised
and presented as a series of smaller figures – one per branch.
These ‘catch-up’ figures were linked to what needed to be sold, in
addition to normal business, in order to catch up and hit target. It
amounted, if I remember rightly, to two additional holidays



This links to preparation which is dealt with in depth in the
next chapter.
All this is surely no more than common sense, yet it must be
easy to forget or there would not be so many turgid reports
around and so many disillusioned report readers. How so?

First, it is all too easy to find you are taking a somewhat
introspective view in putting something down on paper. After
all you view yourself as important, you are involved, you are
knowledgeable about the matter, why else are you the person
writing the report? 

Secondly, many people – with you among them perhaps –
have been dropped into business writing at the deep end. One
day someone requested a report, and you crept off to find
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(Mum, Dad and 2.2 children) per branch, per week. Not only
was this something staff could easily relate to, it was something
they understood and felt was possible. Individual targets,
ongoing communication to report progress and some prizes for
branches hitting and besting these targets completed the picture.

What resulted this time? The numbers slowly climbed. The gap
closed. Motivation increased with success in sight. And a difficult
year ended with the company hitting the original planned targets
– and motivation continued to run high as a real feeling of
achievement was felt. 

The key here was, I am sure, one of good communications. The
numbers and the difficulty of hitting them did not change. But,
with more accurate empathy with the people dealing with
customers, the perception of the problem was made manage-
able, personal and – above all – was made to seem achievable.
The results then showed that success was possible. No significant
costs were involved here, just a little thought and time to make
sure the communications were right, that motivation was posi-
tively affected and that results stood a real chance of rising.
While this description makes it clear what the right tone of docu-
ment can achieve, the details of precisely how it was written were
doubtless significant too.



something similar which you could use as a template. This is
fine if what you picked up was a first-class document; if not it
is like the blind leading the blind. 

Powerful habits
The result of any initial bad experience may well have been to
develop bad habits. The new report writer quickly gets into a
particular way of presenting material and much of it then
becomes a reflex. This may become something that prompts
failure by default. Reports fail to present a clear case,
people find reading them tedious and frustrating and whatever
it is the reports aim to do (prompt a decision, perhaps) fails to
occur.

Habit, and the ongoing pressure of business, combine to
push people into writing on ‘automatic pilot’. Sometimes if you
critique something that you wrote, or that went out from your
department, you can clearly see something that is wrong. A
sentence does not make sense, a point fails to get across or a
description confuses rather than clarifies. Usually the reason
this has occurred is not that the writer really thought this
was the best sentence or phrase and got it wrong. Rather it
was because there was inadequate thought of any sort; or none
at all.

Habits can be difficult to break and the end result can be a
plethora of material moving around organisations couched in a
kind of gobbledegook or what some call ‘office-speak’. The
example in Figure 1.1 is a caricature of this sort of communica-
tion, but there is too much that comes too close to this in
circulation.

Earning a reading
The moral here is clear. Good report writing does not just
happen. It needs some thought and some effort (and some
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study, with which this book aims to assist). The process needs
to be actively worked at if the result is going to do the job you
have in mind, and do it with some certainty.
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STANDARD PROGRESS REPORT
(for those with no progress to report)

During the survey period which ended on 14 February, consid-
erable progress has been made in the preliminary work directed
towards the establishment of the initial activities. (We are getting
ready to start, but we have not done anything yet.) The back-
ground information has been reviewed and the functional struc-
ture of the various component parts of the project have been
matched with appropriate human resources. (We looked at the
project and decided George should lead it.)

Considerable difficulty has been encountered in the selection of
optimum approaches and methods, but this problem is being
attacked vigorously and we expect the development phase will
proceed at a satisfactory rate. (George is reading the brief.) In
order to prevent the unnecessary duplication of previous work in
the same field, it was necessary to establish a project team that
had conducted a quite extensive tour through various depart-
ments with immediate relevance to the study. (George and Mary
had a nice time visiting everyone.)

The Steering Committee held its regular meetings and consid-
ered quite important policy matters pertaining to the overall
organisational levels of the line and staff responsibilities that
devolve on the personnel associated with the specific assign-
ments resulting from the broad functional specifications. (Which
means...?) It is believed that the rate of progress will continue to
accelerate as necessary personnel become available to play
their part in the discussions that must proceed decisions. (We
really will do something soon – if we can.)

Figure 1.1  From the company notice board



Good habits are as powerful as bad ones though. A shift
from one to another is possible and the rewards in this case
make the game very much worth the candle. Think what good
report writing skills can achieve.

The rewards of excellence
Occasionally reports may be written ‘for the record’. They
are of no great import or value. More often, however, if
trouble is being taken to prepare a report then it has some
real purpose. Reports are written to lead to action, to make
things happen, or play a part in so doing. Communication
influences people, and here the intention is clear: a report
usually has a case to present, one that will act so as to play
a part in the thinking that follows. A decision is made, albeit
in part because of the way the case has been put over in a
report.

So far so good, reports can influence action. But they also act
to create an image of the writer. Within an organisation of any
size, people interact through communication. They send each
other memos, they sit in meetings and on committees, they chat
as they pass on the stairs, or share a sandwich at lunchtime;
and all of this sends out signals. It tells the world, or at least the
organisation, something about them. Are they knowledgeable,
competent, expert, easy to deal with, decisive – would you take
their advice, follow their lead or support their cause?

All the different ways in which people interrelate act
together, cumulatively and progressively, to build up and main-
tain an image of each individual. Some ways may play a dispro-
portionate part, and report writing is one such. There are two
reasons why this effect is important. First, reports, unlike more
transient means of communication, can last. They are passed
around, considered and remain on the record; more so if they
are about important issues. Secondly, because not every one can
write a good report, people can be impressed by a clear ability
to marshal an argument and put it over in writing.
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Thus reports represent an opportunity, or in fact two oppor-
tunities. Reports – at least, good ones – can be instrumental in
prompting action; action you want, perhaps. They are also
important to your profile. They say something about the kind
of person you are and what you are like to work with. In a
sense there are situations where you want to make sure certain
personal qualities shine through. A case may be supported by it
being clear that it is presented by someone who gives attention
to details, for instance.

Longer term, the view taken of someone by their superiors
may be influenced by their regularly reading what they regard
as good reports. So, next time you are burning the midnight oil
to get some seemingly tedious report finalised, think of it as the
business equivalent of an open goal and remember, it could
literally be affecting your chances of promotion!

A significant opportunity
Reports demand detailed work. Their preparation may, on
occasion, seem tedious. They certainly need adequate time set
aside for them. But as the old saying has it: if a job is worth
doing, it is worth doing well. It may take no more time to
prepare a good report than it does to prepare a lacklustre one.
Indeed, the next chapter contends that a systematic approach
can speed up your writing.

If reports, and other such documentation, are clear, focused
and set out to earn a reading they are more likely to achieve
their purpose. In this case they are also more likely to act posi-
tively to enhance the profile of the writer. Both these results are
surely worthwhile. But the job still has to be done, the words
still have to be got down on paper, and faced with a blank sheet
(or, these days, screen) this can be a daunting task (I know – at
this point I still have six chapters in front of me!). Making
writing easier starts with preparation, and it is to this we turn
in the next chapter.
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Key points
■ Remember that communication has inherent dangers; clear

communication needs to be well considered.
■ Reports will only achieve their purpose if the writer is clear about

what he or she is seeking to achieve.
■ The reader is more important than the writer; write for others not

for yourself.
■ Beware old bad habits and work to establish good ones.
■ Reports are potentially powerful tools – powerful in action terms,

and powerful in contributing to personal profile.
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Creating a good
report

In this chapter, ahead of considering anything about the actual
process of getting words onto paper, we look at the construc-
tion – the ‘shape’ – of a good report. There are two considera-
tions here: 

What makes it work for the reader?
What assists you to compile it quickly and easily?

Of these, the first is the most important, but the factors
involved luckily act positively in both cases. The starting point
to thinking here is clear.

Setting clear objectives
The most important thing to settle initially is simply why the
report is being written. What is it for? Few reports are just
‘about’ something. They may, of course, have various inten-
tions – to inform, motivate and so on, as mentioned in the last
chapter – but what matters most is the overall objectives. And
this in turn means you must be clear what you want the end
result to be after the report is delivered and read.
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For example, it is unlikely to be a clear objective to write
something ‘about the possibility of the office relocating’. It may
be valid to write something to explain why this may be neces-
sary, compare the relative merits of different solutions and
recommend the best option. Even that may need more specifics
within it, spelling out the advantages/disadvantages to different
groups: staff, customers etc, who may each be affected in
different ways.

Objectives should be defined from the standpoint of readers.
You need to consider:

■ which particular people the report is for;
■ whether the group is homogeneous or if multiple needs

must be met;
■ the reasons these people want the report;
■ what they want in it, and in what detail;
■ what they do not want;
■ the result they look for (what they want to understand,

what action they want to take, or what decision they want
to be able to make).

It follows that it may well help to know something about the
recipients of any report that you write. You may, of course,
know them well; for example, they may be colleagues that you
work with closely. If not, ask yourself:

■ What kind of people are they? (eg male/female, young/
old)

■ How well do you know them?
■ What is their experience of the report’s topic?
■ What is their level of knowledge regarding the topic?
■ What is their likely attitude to it? (eg welcoming/

hostile)
■ What is their personal involvement? (ie how do the issues

affect them?)
■ How do they rank the importance of the topic?
■ Are they likely to find the topic interesting?
■ Are they likely to act as a result of reading it?
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Everything that follows, what you write, how you write it and
how you arrange it, is dependent on this first premise – a clear
objective is literally the foundation upon which a good report is
based. We will return to this, and to exactly how you set such
an objective, in considering preparation for writing in the next
chapter. Meantime we turn to the actual shape of the report
itself.

A sound structure
The simplest structure one can imagine is a beginning, a middle
and an end. Indeed this is what a report must consist of, but the
argument or case it presents may be somewhat more complex.
This falls naturally into four parts: 

1. Setting out the situation.
2. Describing the implications.
3. Reviewing the possibilities.
4. Making a recommendation.

The two structures can coexist comfortably, as shown graphi-
cally in Figure 2.1.

An example helps spell out the logical way an argument
needs to be presented if it is to be got over clearly. Imagine an
organisation with certain communication problems, a report
making suggestions to correct this might follow the following
broad sequence:

1. The situation: this might refer to both the quantity and
importance of written communication around, and outside,
the organisation. Also to the fact that writing skills were
poor, and no standards were in operation, nor had any
training ever been done to develop skills or link them to
recognised models that would be acceptable around the
organisation.
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2. The implications: these might range from a loss of produc-
tivity (because documents took too long to create and had
to constantly be referred back for clarification), to ineffi-
ciencies or worse resulting from misunderstood communi-
cations. It could also include dilution or damage to image
because of poor documents circulating outside the organi-
sation, perhaps to customers.

3. The possibilities: here, as with any argument, there might
be many possible courses of action, all with their own mix
of pros and cons. To continue the example, it might range
from limiting report writing to a small core group of
people, to reducing paperwork com pletely or setting up a
training programme and subsequent monitoring system to
ensure some improvement took place.

4. The recommendation: here the ‘best’ option needs to be set
out. Or, in some reports, a number of options must be
reviewed from which others can choose. Recommendations
need to be specific: addressing exactly what should be
done, by whom, when, alongside such details as cost and
logistics.

At all stages generalisations should be avoided. Reports should
contain facts, evidence, and sufficient ‘chapter and verse’ for
those in receipt of them to see them as an appropriate basis for
decision or action.

With the overall shape of the argument clearly in mind we
can look in more detail at the shape of the report itself. The
way in which it flows through from the beginning to the end is
intended to carry the argument, make it easy to follow and to
read, and to make it interesting too, as necessary, along the
way.

The three parts fit, unsurprisingly, the old and useful maxim
about communications usually abbreviated to: ‘Tell ’em, tell
’em and tell ’em’. In full this says: Tell people what you are
going to tell them – the introduction, tell them in detail – the
body of the report, and then tell them what you have told them
– or summarise.
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First, the beginning
This must start by addressing the stance of the readers. What
will they be thinking as they start reading? – Will it be inter-
esting? Readable? Will it help me? Is it important? – and
will it distract them from anything else going on around
them, engaging their concentration so that they give it their
attention?

24 ■ How to write reports and proposals

Situation

Implications

Beginning

End

Middle

Possibilities

Recommendation

Figure 2.1  The two structures of a report



They have their own agenda, wanting the report to be
succinct etc as mentioned earlier; essentially they will only
give it real consideration if they find it understandable,
interesting and a good fit with their situation. They do not
want to find it inappropriate. It should not: confuse them,
blind them with science/technicalities or jargon, lose them
in an impenetrable structure (or lack of it), or talk down to
them.

Judgements are made very quickly. In the first few lines a
view is adopted that colours their reading of the rest of the
document. First impressions last, as the old saying has it, so
this stage is very important and may need disproportionate
thought to get it phrased and constructed just right.

The beginning must act as an introduction, which must:

■ set the scene (this can include linking to terms of reference
or past discussions that prompted the report to be written);

■ state the topic and theme (and maybe treatment);
■ make the objectives clear;
■ begin to get into the topic, creating a thread that helps

draw the reader through the first part to the core of the
report;

■ position itself as appropriate for the readers (who must not
feel they are, as it were, eavesdropping on something meant
for others).

At the same time, the beginning will inevitably say something
about the writer, and therefore needs to reflect anything you
want readers to feel (that you are expert, professional or what-
ever) and not put out any untoward messages (too much jargon
may say ‘this person does not understand the needs of their
readers’). So this element must be injected, something we
return to in Chapter 4.

If it is to earn a reading a report must get quickly to the
point. This does not preclude setting the scene. A report
might start: ‘This report sets out to demonstrate how the
organisation can cut costs by 10 per cent, without sacrificing
quality.’ After this, and perhaps a little more, has got readers
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wanting to know how, it may be necessary to go back and set
the scene in terms that reflect an analysis of current expendi-
ture. But people know where the report is going – they will go
through the text more easily once a desirable intention has been
spelt out.

The tone of a report also needs to show itself at this first
stage. Just as presenters need to establish a rapport with their
audience, so a report receives continuing attention if it comes
over as necessary, useful, written for a purpose, written with
conviction, written by someone the reader wants to listen to,
and – above all – written with understanding of, and concern
for, its readers.

Get off to a good start and any continuing task is then often
easier. This certainly applies to writing. Feeling you have got a
good beginning breeds confidence in what must follow. And so
too with reading: if a document starts well, people read on
wanting the rest to match the early acceptability. There are
plenty of frustrations in corporate life, something that looks
set to make life a little easier is very soon recognised and
appreciated.

One of the reasons that what is often called the executive
summary (a summary that is placed at the beginning rather
than the end) often works well, is that it meets many of the
criteria for the beginning now stated. It interests the reader
who then reads on to discover the detail and see how and why
the stated conclusions have been arrived at. The question of
summaries is reviewed further in Chapter 6.

The middle
This is the core of the document. It is where the greatest
amount of the content is to be found, and hence it has the
greatest need for structure and organisation. The key aims here
are to:

■ put over the detail of the report’s message;
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■ maintain, indeed develop, interest;
■ ensure clarity and a manner appropriate to the

reader.

It may be necessary to go further. It is here that the report may
seek acceptance and, conversely, set out to counter people
disagreeing with or rejecting what it has to say. At the same
time any complexity must be kept manageable. Doing this
necessitates the simple practice of taking one point at a time. So
here, attempting to practise what I preach, are a number of
points all aimed at keeping this core section on track.

Putting over the content
■ A logical structure: selecting, and describing to your

readers, a way through the content (for example, describing
something in chronological order).

■ ‘Signposting’ intentions: knowing broadly what is coming
(and why) makes reading easier. This is why many docu-
ments need a contents page, but it can also be done within
the text – ‘We will review the project in terms of three key
factors: timing, cost and staffing. First, timing...’ (perhaps
followed by the heading ‘Timing’). This is something that is
difficult to overdo, the clarity it promotes and the feeling of
having what is being read in context of what is to come is
appreciated.

■ Using headings (and subheadings): this is not only effec-
tively a form of signposting, it breaks up the text visually
and makes it easier to work through a page (contrast the
style of a modern business book, such as this, with the kind
of dense textbook many of us suffered with at school).

■ Appropriate language: this is important at every stage (see
Chapter 4).

■ Using graphics (visual graphic devices): this encompasses
two types of factor – such things as bold type, capital letters
etc; and illustrations, including graphs, tables, charts etc.
Both promote clarity and are dealt with in Chapter 7.
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Gaining acceptance
This is a discreet aim and can be assisted in a number of ways,
for example:

■ Relate to specific groups: general points and argument may
not be so readily accepted as those addressed to a specific
group. There is no reason why a report cannot do both,
with some paragraphs or points addressed generally and
others starting: ‘For those new to the organisation’, or
‘...those in the sales department...’ etc.

■ Provide proof: certainly if acceptance is desired, you need
to offer something other than your say-so, especially if you
could be seen as having a vested interest of some sort. So
such things as opinion, research, statistics, and tests from
elsewhere strengthen your case. Remember there is a link
between the acceptability of the source and the force it
brings to bear, so you may need to choose carefully exactly
how best to make a point.

■ Anticipate objections: there is no merit in ignoring negative
points you are sure will come into readers’ minds as the
report is read, or they will simply invalidate what it says.
Such are often better met head on, indeed signposted:
‘Some will be asking how... ? So in the next three para-
graphs I will address exactly that.’

The middle section of a report needs to be visibly linked to
the beginning and the end. It should pick up neatly from
points made in the introduction, especially if they have bearing
on the report’s structure (which should be consistent
throughout). And it should link equally neatly to the end. This
means the thread of content needs to weave its way throughout
the report and across the divide between the three main
segments.

The end result is well described as seamless. The content –
the case it presents – flows through and everything structural
supports that rather than competes with it. The end result is
something essentially readable, and also easy to follow.
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One final point is worth adding before proceeding to deal
with the end, it is sometimes a nice touch if the text towards the
end of the middle acknowledges the stage that has been
reached: ‘Last, a final point before the summary...’ as was done
in this paragraph.

The end
First some dangers:

■ Some reports seem to avoid the end. The middle runs out of
structure. It deteriorates into something that effectively
keeps saying ‘and another thing’. This can be distracting
and annoying.

■ Avoid false endings: I saw a report not so long ago that had
the word ‘finally’, albeit used in slightly different ways,
three times amongst the final paragraphs.

■ Beware of overshooting the structure: wandering on
beyond the last heading yet failing actually to move into the
end section. This can add a paragraph or several pages, and
consist of unnecessary repetition or irrelevant digression;
all such is a distraction.

So what positively should you do here? The end has three
particular intents:

■ To reach and present a conclusion (this reflects the type of
document involved and the nature of the argument that it
may present).

■ To pull together and summarise the content.
■ To end positively, on a ‘high note’ or with a flourish. Or, if

that is overstating it somewhat (and many reports are on
routine matters rather than exciting ones), at least to end
with some power and authority, rather than tail away.

Summarising is not the easiest thing to do succinctly and effec-
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tively. Precisely because of this, it represents a particular oppor-
tunity. If it is done well – it impresses. Perversely, this may actu-
ally help in getting the report the attention it deserves.
Realistically we know that many people glance at the end of a
report before deciding to read it through. If the summary is a
good sample of what is to come then it will reinforce that
decision.

A summary develops out of the content most easily if the
sequence and structure has been sensible, sound and logical. A
summary is, after all, the natural conclusion of many cases.
However you summarise, it is inherent to its acceptance that
you keep this part of the report comparatively short. This does
not necessarily mean that a summary must only be a few lines,
it is often the case that a long, complex, report will need
more than this by way of summary – the important thing is that
the summary appears, and is, an appropriate length compared
with the whole report. It is the need to make a summary
brief as well as encapsulate the essence of the content and
conclusions that make it difficult to compose without some
consideration.

The end section is a part of the report where dispropor-
tionate time, editing and checking may be useful. Certainly it is
a waste to slave at length over a long report, and then allow its
effectiveness to be diluted (or at worst destroyed) by inatten-
tion to this vital stage.

After the end
It is worth noting that ‘the end’ may not be. In other words
there may be pages that follow the summary and conclusions.
Prime amongst such are appendices, which can be used to take
certain discrete areas of detail out of the main core of the
content. This may allow these areas to be dealt with in more
detail, but the role of such pages is as much to keep the middle
manageable and stop it from becoming too long and having its
key arguments submerged in endless detail.
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Case study
George had not been too happy to be given the job of organ-
ising the office rearrangement, even though it was for the best of
reasons; growth – and higher profit – meant accommodating
more people; especially in customer services. He knew many
people were a bit worried about how the changes would affect
them, so, determined to get things right, he set to with a
vengeance.

He was nothing if not thorough. He measured every room, he
counted everything that moved and catalogued everything that
did not. He mapped every electric wire and noted who used
what pieces of equipment. Then he set about writing a report of
his findings and suggestions.

Amazed at just how much there was to record, he had the good
sense to check his draft with colleagues. They were appalled.
People will react badly they suggested: ‘people don’t want all
that detail, it took me 10 minutes to even find where I was going
to sit and I still don’t know why I’m moving – you need to look at
it from other people’s points of view’. 

Chastened, George went ‘back to the drawing board’. He
rewrote the report, beginning with an overview of how the
changes would help the organisation. He set out a brief, clear
description of how each department was affected, stressing the
advantages. And he made clear what had to be done, by who
and when to implement the changes.

Three weeks later, although there were, of course, some questions
and a few suspicions, all concerned had been moved without a
hitch and everything was running well. But it was nearly very
different.



Key points
■ Every good report has clear objectives.
■ The readers’ perspective is more important than the writer’s.
■ There should be a clear, logical structure to the argument (situa-

tion, implications, possibilities, recommendations).
■ There should be a clear shape to the report (beginning, middle

and end).
■ The end result should flow, be readable throughout and be

‘seamless’.
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Preparing to
write

Next we look at how you get set to write something in a way
that will be likely to make it effective, and specifically at how
you start the actual process of writing. Knowing that they have
to write a report can prompt different responses in different
people, such as: put it off, doodle, write some central part
quickly and ahead of the rest ‘because I know that’. Whatever
you do now, whatever your current habits are, you might want
to consider the exercise below before continuing with this
chapter.

Exercise
It might be useful, at this point, to have something that you have
written by you as you read on, and to think particularly about how it
got written. In other words what procedure and actions, in what
order, went into drafting it.

You can do this is three ways:

■ Wait until you have a drafting job to do, do it, keep a note of
how you went about it and have it by you as you read on.

■ Write something (or at least start to) as an exercise and use it as
a guideline to your current style and practice.
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■ Locate something (preferably recent, so that you still have the
details of it in mind) from the files, and make some notes as to
how you composed it to keep by you.

Few areas of business skill can be acquired through some magic
formula, and report writing is no exception. However, prepara-
tion perhaps comes close to acting in this way. It really is the
foundation upon which successful report writing is based.
Preparation allows you to do two things. First, to create a
report not only that you feel content with, but that has a clear
purpose and is regarded as useful by its readers. As has been
said, the ultimate measure of a good report is whether it
achieves the outcome you wish.

Secondly, a systematic approach to preparation and writing
will save you time. This is a worthy result in its own right.
Which of us does not have too much to do? When I first had to
do a significant volume of writing, and thus looked into what
made it work well in order to improve my own practice, the
way I worked did change. It was a matter of some surprise to
me that, whatever effect this may have had on what I wrote, I
found I was getting my writing done more quickly. This experi-
ence has been found also by many people I have met through
training on this topic; and is, I am sure, something you may
find too.

In this chapter, therefore, we review the actual process of
preparation and getting the words down. If this is put alongside
what was covered in the last chapter about the shape and struc-
ture of a report, then together the points covered begin to
provide a blueprint to best practice. First things first. We will
start with what you should not do.

Do not, faced with the task of writing what looks like being
a 20-page report, get out a clean sheet of paper and immedi-
ately start writing the first words: ‘1. Introduction. This report
sets out...’. Thinking must proceed writing.
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Why this report?
Like so much in business, a report needs clear objectives. Let us
be specific about that. Objectives are not what you wish to say,
they are what you wish to achieve. Put simply, the task is not to
write, say, ‘about the new policy’, it is to ensure people under-
stand the proposed change and how it is intended to work.
This in turn is designed to ensure people accept the necessity
for it and are prompted to undertake their future work in a
way that fits with the new policy.

Once this is clear in mind the writing is already likely to be
easier, and we might move on to specifying that such a report
needs to deal with five main topics:

■ Some background to the change.
■ An explanation of why it is necessary (perhaps emphasising

the good things it will lead to).
■ Exactly what it is and how it works.
■ The effects on the individual.
■ What action people need to take.

With a more specific situation in mind (perhaps the topic you
took for the exercise above), objectives can be formed precisely
if, as the much-quoted acronym has it, they are SMART. That
is:

■ Specific;
■ Measurable;
■ Achievable;
■ Realistic; 
■ Timed.

As an example, imagine you are setting up a training course on
the subject of writing reports/proposals. What objectives
would you set? The following follows the SMART principle:

The course should:
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■ Enable participants to ensure future reports are written in a
way that will be seen by their readers as appropriate, infor-
mative and, above all, readable (specific).

■ Ensure measurable action occurs after the session – eg
future proposals might be measured by the number of
recipients who subsequently confirmed agreement.

■ Be appropriate for the chosen group – eg an inexperienced
group might need a longer and more detailed programme
than one made up of people with more experience – and
thus have achievable objectives.

■ Be not just achievable but realistic – eg here the time away
from the job might be compared with the potential results
of the course to ensure attendance was desirable.

■ Be timed: when is the workshop? in a month or in six
months’ time? and how long will it last? 1 day? 2 days?
Results cannot come until it has taken place.

In addition, objectives should be phrased more in terms of
readers than of the writer, and overall the following two key
questions must be answered clearly:

Why am I writing this?
What am I trying to achieve?

To check if an answer to either is too vague to be useful, say of
it ‘which means that…’ and see if this leads to a more specific
statement. For example, you might say simply that such a
course is designed to improve report-writing skills. So far so
good; but what does this mean? It means that documents will
be less time consuming to prepare than in the past, more
reader-oriented and more likely to achieve their objectives. This
line of thinking can be pursued until objectives are absolutely
clear.

Once your objectives are set satisfactorily you can proceed to
the real business of getting something down on paper, though
remember this does not mean starting at the beginning and
writing to the end.
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Research prior to preparation
It is important to ensure that you are in a position to write the
report before you start. This may mean some research. On
occasions this is too grand a word for it. You simply need a few
moments to collect your thoughts, perhaps to pull together a
number of papers and proceed with what that puts in your
mind. 

The danger is that this is all you do (if that) when research
must actually mean something more elaborate and time
consuming. But make no mistake, if it needs to be done, it
needs to be done. The time equation here is well proven, more
time on research, and preparation, means less on writing –
because the writing flows more smoothly. And the alternative
may be a report that is less effective than you want, or which
fails in its purpose.

So let us see what necessary research must be done as a
specific aspect of overall preparation. The key question to start
with is one of information, ask yourself:

■ What do you need to know in order to write the report?

Then, to assemble the information, you need to consider
sources. This may involve quite a list. So, for example, ask
yourself:

■ Which people do you need to consult (within and without
the organisation)?

■ To which published or written sources do you need to
refer? (These may include anything from an earlier report, a
research study, a book, a magazine or just a memo.)

You may also need to put some order, and specify some order
of importance, into the equation. It is certainly not suggested
that the first step before writing anything is six months of
talking, reading and making notes. Only a finite amount of
material will be useful, but you may need to cast the net wide
initially, at least in terms of considering what might be useful.
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In this way you can get alongside you the information: opinion,
facts, figures, notes, summaries etc that you will need as you
start to write.

Having gathered the information and screened out that
which is superfluous, you need to organise it. The easiest way is
to arrange it into some appropriate sub-groups: everything to
do with costs, or with timing, say, depending on what the
overall subject may be. This makes the task of reviewing the
material more manageable, then you can move on with a neat
set of materials to hand, rather than a large, random heap.

A systematic approach 
It is a rare person who can create a good report without
making a few notes first, and frankly the complexity of many
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Case study
Mary has a report to write and a tight deadline. She knows it is
important and also that she cannot do the work without some
research. With other pressures looming, and the deadline ever-
present, she opts for the minimum amount of prior checking and
gets down to writing.

Half-way through she realises the draft is going off the rails. She
has to pause to get some more references, again to talk to one or
two colleagues and to spend time on the telephone to an outside
agency. The result is that the writing takes place in fits and starts.
The flow is difficult to sustain, and despite the right content being
included, with the deadline now upon her she has to send off the
document knowing that it could be better.

In fact the lesson is not that some additional revisions would have
helped, but that more time up front would have reduced the
writing time and made the end result better, while still hitting the
deadline. Next time she will know better.



such documents demands a little more than this. Sometimes
perhaps all that is necessary is a dozen words on the back of the
proverbial envelope, but you need to be very sure that you are
not missing anything. Unless you are thoroughly prepared, the
chances are that whatever you create as your first draft will be
somewhat off target, and time must then be spent tinkering and
reworking to get it into order.

Another danger is compounded by deadlines. And who never
has to work to tighter deadlines than they would like? Too
often skimping preparation, combined with facing a pressing
deadline, means that a writer must submit a report knowing
that an additional review and some more editing would make it
more likely to do its job well.

So, to encompass all possibilities and degrees of complexity,
the following six-stage approach sets out a methodology that
will cope with any kind of document (it is the way this book
began life too). It is recommended only by its practicality. It
works. It will make the job quicker and more certain. It can
install the right habits and rapidly becomes something you can
work with, utilising its methods more or less comprehensively
depending on the circumstances.

The six stages are now reviewed in turn, alongside an
example. To provide an example that is straightforward and
easy for everyone to relate to, imagine that you have to write
something about your job. To make it more interesting, and
give it a specific objective, imagine that what needs to be
written is to attract internal candidates to apply for your job;
because (we can imagine what we like) you are to be promoted
– once a successful applicant is found.

Stage 1: listing
This consists of ignoring all thoughts about sequence or struc-
ture, and simply listing everything – every significant point –
which might be desirable or necessary to include (though
perhaps bearing in mind the kind of report and level of detail
involved).
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This, a process that draws on what is sometimes called
‘mindmapping’, gets all the elements involved down on paper.
It may need more than one session to complete it, certainly you
will find one thought leading to another as the picture fills out.
Rather than set this out as a neat list down the page, many find
it more useful to accommodate the developing picture to adopt
a freestyle approach.

In this way points are noted, almost at random, around a
sheet. This allows you to end up able to view the totality of
your notes in one glance, so if it is necessary you should use a
sheet larger than standard A4 paper. It is also best done on
paper not on screen (the next stages make clear why). 

The stage 1 box relates this stage to the example to show
something of what is done.

Stage 2: sorting
Next, you can proceed to rearrange what you have noted and
bring some logic and organisation to bear on it. This process
may raise some questions as well as answer others, so it is still
not giving you the final shape of the report. This stage is often
best (and most quickly) done by annotating the original list. A
second colour may help now as you begin to put things in
order, make logical groupings and connections, as well as
allowing yourself to add and subtract points and refine the
total picture as you go.

The example continues in the stage 2 box.

Stage 3: arranging
This stage arranges your ‘jottings’ into a final order of
contents, and here you can decide upon the precise sequence
and arrangements you will follow for the report itself. For the
sake of neatness, and thus to give yourself a clear guideline to
follow as you move on, it is often worth rewriting the sheet you
were left with after stage 2 (indeed, now so many people work
directly with keyboard and screen, this is the point to transfer
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to that if you wish, as what you are creating now is a sequential
list).

At this stage you can also form a view and note specifically
the emphasis that will be involved. For example: What is most
important? Where is most detail necessary? What needs illus-
trating (this may involve anything from a graph to an anec-
dote)? What will take most space? What, if anything, should go
in an appendix? 

Sometimes there is a fear that we lack material. The Board,
or whoever, is expecting some quantity of analysis, con-
sideration or thinking represented, and we worry we will
have difficulty filling three pages. Usually the reverse is true.
And this is the stage at which to prune, if necessary, so
that what is included is well chosen, but not inappropriately
long.

This is true at all levels. Contain the number of points to be
made and the amount to be said about each. Of course, you
need to write sufficient material to make your case, but do not
risk submerging it in a plethora of irrelevant detail or
subsidiary points that are actually unnecessary digressions.

Stage 4: review
At this point have a final look over what you now plan to do –
review the ‘arranged’ guideline. It will be quicker and easier to
make final amendments now than when you finally print out
20 or 30 pages of draft. It may help to ‘sleep on it’, carrying out
a final review having distanced yourself from what you have
done so far, at least for a moment. You get so close to some-
thing that you are working hard at, that you cannot see the
wood for the trees. One of the things you want to be clear
about is the broad picture – if this is right, then the details will
slot in much more easily.

Do not worry if you still want to make amendments at this
stage. Add things, delete things, move things about (rewrite
your guidelines if necessary) – but make sure that when you
move on to write something you do so confident that the
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outline represents your considered view of the content and will
act as a really useful guide.

It is worth pausing here to recap, at least in terms of making
a comment about the process so far. For many a document, this
whole process (ie stages 1 – 4) will only take five or ten
minutes, and that is time well spent, as it will reduce the time
taken once you start to write. As you develop your own style of
this sort of preparation, you will find you can shorthand the
process a little, with some documents able to be written from
the first freehand style list. If real complexity is involved, of
course, it may take longer. It is also a procedure that works
well if debate and consultation among colleagues is necessary.
Stage 1 can even be done in a group with a flipchart or over-
head projector being used to collect the first thoughts.

With all that has been done in mind, it is now time to
write.

Stage 5: write
What else is there to say? This stage means writing it. Leaving
the details of how you use language aside (for Chapter 4), there
are still in fact a few points to make here – according to my
plan!

First, it is worth a word or two about method. Do you write,
type or what? There may be little choice here. In many organi-
sations the word processing computer has moved in and the
secretary has moved out. You type it. This may take some
getting used to, but in due course it has real advantages – at
least for certain kinds of writing – and affects productivity and
flexibility. Laptop computers have expanded the possibilities
here, and everyone who travels on business can, if they wish,
work on the move (some of the first draft of this book was
typed, on a Sunday between two training courses in Singapore,
and some on the journey there).

As a considerable doubter when all this started, it is a sign of
the change that is possible that I now find it harder to write
something of any length longhand than I do to type it. Despite
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my keyboard skills being less than perfect, my thinking is now
attuned to the keyboard and screen.

What else might you do? Many still originate something
like a report by writing longhand and then have someone
else type it. There is nothing wrong with that. One tip:
leave plenty of space. For most ordinary mortals, not
everything is perfect first time. You will want to backtrack, to
make amendments, add or move sections, so give yourself
room to do so with reasonable neatness – your secretary will
appreciate it, and be able to work from it more quickly. You
also need to have a clear way of signposting exactly how you
want it arranged. It is easy enough to indicate a new para-
graph, but there is a range of other factors such as bold type,
indented paragraphs, and so on, that need to be specified accu-
rately.

Alternatively, you may dictate it. With a long document this
is not truly good for productivity and not everyone can keep
their thoughts sufficiently straight to make it work well; but it
suits some people and that is what is important. Voice recogni-
tion software is still less than perfect (though some people
claim to use it successfully) – for many people the restriction on
how quickly they can get things down is that of how quickly
they can decide what to put down!

One day perhaps there will be computers so sophisticated
you can simply talk to them, press a key and be delivered of the
typed report just as you said it. Systems are available now that
are a step in this direction. We will see; but when they work
and the price is right, I will be first in line.

However you opt to work, the job is to get the words down.
This is the bit with the greatest element of chore in it. But it has
to be done and the guidelines you have given yourself by
preparing carefully will ease and speed the process. A couple of
tips may help: first, choose your moment. I certainly find there
are moments when I cannot seem to... when I am unable…
when it is difficult... to string two coherent sentences together
end to end. There are other times when things flow – when you
do not dare stop in case the flow does too, and when you

Preparing to write ■ 45



cannot get the words down fast enough to keep up with your
thoughts.

If possible – deadlines may have an effect here – do
not struggle with the former. If the writing is really not flowing
– leave things. Stop. For a moment, overnight, or while you
walk around the block or make a cup of tea. Many people
confirm that when the words simply will not flow, a pause
helps.

But also allow sufficient time: once you are under way and
words are flowing smoothly it may upset the process to leave it.
If you feel you need an uninterrupted hour, or more, try to
organise things that way. It may both save time in the long run
and help you produce a better report.

On the other hand, do not stop when you get stuck over
some – maybe important – detail. This is the second tip – do
not be too distracted by small hang-ups. Say you need a
heading, it must be clear, pithy and make people sit up, take
notice and want to read on. You just cannot think of one.
Leave it and write on. You can always come back to it (and
when you do, who knows, you sometimes think of just what
you want in a moment).

The danger is that instead you dither, puzzle over it, waste
time, get nowhere, but get so bogged down with it that you lose
everything you had in your mind about the overall shape of the
report or the section of it you are working on. This is true of
words, phrases, sentences and even whole sections. Mark
clearly what you need to come back to (so that you never forget
to check it again!).

That said, the job here is to get the whole thing down on
paper. It probably will not be perfect, but you should not feel
bad about that; a surprisingly small number of people can
create a document word for word as they want it first time.
Practice will get you closer and closer, and things you are
familiar with will be easier than something that is new to you
or pushes your knowledge or expertise to the limits.

Some revision is usually necessary though; hence the next
stage.
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Stage 6: edit
If you have prepared and written well this stage may often be
comparatively simple. With something new or complex more
revision is necessary. There are a number of points here that
help make this stage practical but not protracted:

■ If possible, leave a draft a while before re-reading it. You
get very close to something and, without a pause, start to
see only what you expect (or hope) is there. It is often much
quicker to finish off something in this way than trying to
undertake the whole job, one stage back to back with the
next.

■ Read things over, out loud is best. You will hear how some-
thing sounds and that reflects what readers will feel as they
read. When you do this, you will find that certain things –
such as overlong sentences – jump out at you very clearly
(in that case, you run out of breath).

■ Get a colleague to read it. A fresh look often casts light on
areas you have convinced yourself are fine, for no other
reason than you cannot think of a better way of expressing
the material. Some people habitually do this on a swap
basis. Because it is time consuming, they ask for a view of
one thing in return for doing the same for someone else.
This can work well; better if you do it regularly.

■ Worry about the detail. Oscar Wilde said: ‘I was working
on the proof of one of my poems all the morning, and took
out a comma. In the afternoon I put it back’. Actually the
small details are important. For example, you may create
greater impact by breaking a sentence into two, with a
short one following a longer one. It makes a more powerful
point.

And, finally, if you are word processing on a computer, do not
trust the spell checker 100 per cent. Greater accuracy
throughout most of a document is matched with a tendency
towards errors in things like names. You also have to watch
seemingly close words: there/their, effect/affect and the like – as
these will not be flagged by most systems either (you may have
picked the wrong word, but spelt it correctly).
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Editing is an important stage. There is a story told of a now
famous operatic singer, invited to perform at a major gala
concert very early in his career. He was thrilled to be there, and
flattered to find, having sung his particular aria, that he was
called back for several encores. He said as much to the stage
manager as he was pushed back on stage for the fourth time.
‘No, no Senor’ he was told ‘I am afraid they will ask you to do
it again and again – until you get it right!’ So too with editing.
If you need to read it over three times, so be it.

Of course, you could perhaps go on making changes for ever
and finally you have to let something go. But more than one
look may pay dividends, and if the end result achieves what
you want then the process is justified.

We have noted that spending time on preparation will reduce
writing time. Similarly it is usually more time-efficient to crack
through a draft and then make some changes, rather than
labour over your work trying to make every line perfect as you
first write. Like much that is involved here, habit plays a part.
What matters is to find an approach for working through all of
this that suits you; and prompts a thorough job that produces
the end result you want.

Exercise
At this point it may be worth looking back at whatever report of yours
you had in mind or worked on if you paused for the exercise at the
start of this chapter. Take time to revisit the preparation process,
following the systematic approach now laid out. You may well find
that if you go through it again you will produce a content guideline
that better represents your intentions (and a clearer objective?) than
was the case if your earlier method was more ad hoc.
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Key points
■ Be sure why you are writing and set clear objectives.
■ Bear the reader in mind throughout the process.
■ Handle preparation systematically, moving from an over view of

possible content to a tight guideline to follow as you write.
■ Try and write uninterrupted.
■ Do not be afraid to edit (or to try it out on someone else).
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The power of
language

If you undertake to engender a totality of meaning which corre-
sponds with the cognition of others seeking to intake a commu-
nication from the content you display in a report there is a
greater likelihood of subsequent action being that which you
desire.

You are correct. That is not a good start. If I want to say: ‘If
you write well, people will understand and be more likely to
react as you wish’ – then I should say just that. But it makes a
good point with which to start this chapter. Language and how
you use it matters. Exactly how you put things has a direct
bearing on how they are received; and that in turn has a direct
bearing on how well a report succeeds in its objectives.

Cultivating a style
It is clear that language makes a difference. But this is a serious
understatement; language can make a very considerable differ-
ence. And it can make a difference in many different ways, as
this chapter will show. 

How you write is partly taste, style and also partly habit.
Unless you studied English Language at college or university

4



you may have come across little about how to write, and once
in business probably did what many did and found yourself
following the prevailing style. How many people faced with
writing their first report, and asking what it should be like,
were simply given a past one and told ‘something like that’?
Very many, I suspect, and often it was then a case of the blind
leading the blind. It is this process that, as much as anything,
has led to a continuation of a common, rather over-formal,
bureaucratic style that does many a report no good.

How you need to write must stem as much as anything from
the view your intended readers have of what they want to read.
Or in some cases are prepared to read, because – be honest –
reading some business documents is always going to be some-
thing of a chore; even reading some of those you write.

Readers’ expectations
Consider four broad elements first. Readers want documents to
be understandable, readable, straightforward and natural.
Each of these is commented on below.

Understandable
Clarity has been mentioned already. Its necessity may seem to
go without saying, though some, at least, of what one sees of
prevailing standards suggests the opposite. It is all too easy to
find everyday examples of wording that is less than clear. A
favourite of mine is a sign you see in some shops: ‘Ears pierced
while you wait’. Is there some other way? Maybe there has
been a technological development of which I am unaware.

Clarity is assisted by many of the elements mentioned in this
chapter, but three factors help immensely:

■ Using the right words: for example, are you writing about
‘recommendations’ or ‘options’, about ‘objectives’ (desired
results) or ‘strategies’ (routes to achieving objectives), and
when do you use ‘aims’ or ‘goals’? 
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■ Using the right phrases: what is ‘24-hour service’ exactly,
other than not sufficiently specific? Ditto ‘personal
service’? Is this just saying it is done by people? If so it is
hardly a glimpse of anything but the obvious; perhaps it
needs expanding to explain the nature, and perhaps excel-
lence, of the particular service approach.

■ Selecting and arranging words to ensure your meaning is
clear: for example, saying ‘at this stage, the arrangement
is...’ implies that later it will be something else when this
might not be intended. Saying something like ‘people feel
that…’ without making clear who and how many may
leave you open to charges of exaggeration if you mean, in
fact, only that ‘someone once said…’ Saying: ‘After
working late into the night, the report will be with you this
afternoon’, seems to imply (because of the sequence and
arrangement of words) that it is the report that was
working late.

While this book is not intended to teach grammar, the boxed
paragraph explores the issue of choosing the right words a little
further and gives some more examples.

The difference a word makes
Saying something is quite nice is so bland that, if applied to some-
thing that is hugely enjoyable it understates it so much as to be almost
insulting. The emphasis may be inadequate but at least the word
‘nice’ makes it clear that something positive is being said. Blandness
is certainly to be avoided; it is unlikely to add power to your presen-
tation, choosing the wrong word is another matter. That might
confuse, upset – or worse. 

The following examples are designed to show the danger. Let us start
with a couple of simple everyday words: comic and comical. Mean
much the same thing? No. Something comic is intended to be funny,
whereas something comical is funny unintentionally. 

More relevant to business presentations are the following:
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Continuous (unbroken or uninterrupted); continual (repeated or recur-
ring) – a project might be continuous (in process all the time), but
work on it is more likely to be continual (unless you never sleep). 

Loath, as in being loath to do something means reluctance, to loathe
is to hate.

Are you uninterested in a proposal or disinterested in it? The first
implies you are apathetic and care not either way, the latter means
you have nothing to gain from it.

Similarly dissatisfied and unsatisfied should not be confused. They
mean disappointed or needing more of something respectively.

You might want to do something expeditious (quick and efficient), but
saying it is expedient might not be so well regarded as it means only
that something is convenient (not always a good reason to do
anything).

Fortuitous implies something happening accidentally; it does not
mean fortunate.

If you are a practical person then you are effective, if something is
practicable it is merely possible to do, and pragmatic is something
meant to be effective (rather than proven to be).

One wrong word may do damage. More, particularly when closely
associated, quickly create nonsense: ‘This practicable approach will
ensure the practicable project will be continuous, it is fortuitous that I
am uninterested in it and I am sure I will not be unsatisfied to see it
start.’

Of course no inaccurate use of language will help you put a message
over well even if it only annoys rather than confuses. For example,
saying very unique might do – unique means unlike anything else and
cannot be qualified in this way; writing 12 noon when noon tells you
everything you need to know; or talking about an ATM machine
when the M stands for machine (a machine machine?). Some care,
maybe even some checking or study, may be useful.
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Readable
Readability is difficult to define, but we all know it when
we experience it. Your writing must flow. One point must
lead to another, the writing must strike the right tone, inject
a little variety and, above all, there must be a logical, and
visible, structure to carry the message along. As well as
the shape discussed in the previous chapter, the technique of
‘signposting’ – briefly flagging what is to come – helps in a
practical sense to get the reader understanding where some-
thing is going. It makes them read on, content that the direction
is sensible (this section starts just that way, listing points to
come, of which ‘readable’ is the second). It is difficult to
overuse signposting and it can be utilised at several levels
within the text.

Straightforward
In a word (or two) this means simply put. Follow the well-
known acronym KISS – Keep It Simple, Stupid. This means
using:

■ Short words: why ‘elucidate’ something when you can
‘explain’? Why ‘reimbursements’ rather than ‘expenses’?
Similarly, although ‘experiment’ and ‘test’ do have slightly
different meanings, in a general sense ‘test’ may be better;
or you could use ‘try’.

■ Short phrases: do not say ‘at this moment in time’ when
you mean ‘now’, or ‘respectfully acknowledge’ something
when you can simply say ‘thank you for’.

■ Short sentences: having too many overlong sentences is
a frequent characteristic of business reports. Short ones
are good. However, they should be mixed in with longer
ones, or reading becomes rather like the action of a
machine gun. Many reports contain sentences that are
overlong, often because they mix two rather different
points. Break these into two and the overall readability
improves.
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■ Short paragraphs: if there are plenty of headings and bullet
points it may be difficult to get this wrong, but keep an eye
on it. Regular and appropriate breaks as the message builds
up do make for easy reading.

Natural
In the same way that some people are said, disparagingly, to
have a ‘telephone voice’, so some write in an unnatural fashion.
Such a style may just be old fashioned or bureaucratic.
However, it could be made worse by attempts to create self-
importance, or to make a topic seem weightier than it is. Just a
few words can change the tone: saying ‘the writer’ may easily
sound pompous, for instance, especially if there is no reason
not to say ‘I (or me)’.

The moral here is clear and provides a guideline for good
writing. Reports do need some formality, but they are, after all,
an alternative to talking to people. They should be as close to
speech as is reasonably possible. I am not suggesting you
overdo this, either by becoming too chatty or by writing, say,
‘won’t’ (which you might sometimes acceptably say), when
‘will not’ is genuinely more suitable. However, if you compose
what you write much as you would say it and then tighten it
up, the end result is often better than when you set out to create
something which is ‘formal business writing’.

All these four factors have wide influence on writing style,
but they do not act alone. Other points are important. Some
examples, based very much on what people say they want in
what they read, are now dealt with in the following bullet
points. Make your writing:

■ Brief: the gut reaction of readers is to want a document to
be brief, but it is not an end in itself – a better word would
be...

■ Succinct: this makes clear that length is inextricably linked
to message. If there is a rule, then it is to make something
long enough to carry the message – then stop.
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■ Relevant: this goes with the first two. Not too long,
covering what is required, and without irrelevant content
or digression (note: comprehensiveness is never an objec-
tive. If your reports touched on absolutely everything then
they would certainly be too long. In fact, you always have
to be selective, if you do not say everything, then everything
you do say is a choice – you need to make good content
choices).

■ Precise: say exactly what you mean and get all necessary
details correct. Be careful not to use words like: ‘about’, ‘I
think’, ‘maybe’ etc when you should be using a phrase that
is clearly definitive.

■ In ‘our’ language: this applies in every sense. It should be
pitched at the right level (of technicality or complexity). It
should take account of the readers’ past experience and
frame of reference (which means you have to know some-
thing about what these are). It should ‘ring bells with
them’, indeed it commands more attention and apprecia-
tion if it gives the impression of being purposely tailored to
their situation.

Readers’ dislikes
Readers also have hopes that what they must read will not
be:

■ Introspective: it is appropriate in most business documents
to use the word ‘you’ more than ‘I’ (or ‘we’, ‘the company’,
‘the department’ etc). Thus saying: ‘I will circulate more
detailed information soon’ might be better phrased as: ‘You
will receive more information (from me) soon’. More so,
perhaps, if you add a phrase like: ‘so that you can judge for
yourselves’. This approach is especially important if there is
persuasion involved.

■ Talking down: ‘as an expert, I can tell you this must be
avoided, you must never…’. Bad start – it sounds conde-
scending. You are only likely to carry people with you if
you avoid this kind of thing. I once heard a snippet of a
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schools broadcast on radio and someone saying: ‘Never
talk down to people, never be condescending. You do know
what condescending means don’t you?’ Enough said.

■ Biased: at least where it intends not to be. A manager
writing something to staff setting out why they think some-
thing is a good idea, and then asking for the staff’s views,
may prompt more agreement than is actually felt. If views
are wanted, then it is better to simply set something out and
ask for comment, without expressing a positive personal
view in advance.

■ Politically incorrect: there is considerable sensitivity about
this these days that should neither be ignored nor underes-
timated. As there is still no word that means ‘he or she’,
some contrivance may be necessary in this respect occasion-
ally. Similarly choice of words needs care. I was pulled up
the other day for using the expression ‘manning the office’.
As I meant who was on duty at what times, rather than
anything to do with recruitment or selection (which the
suggested alternative of ‘staffing’ seemed to me to imply),
this seemed somewhat silly at the time. But if it matters, it
matters, and while the way you write should not become
awkward or contrived to accommodate such matters, some
care is certainly necessary.

There is a considerable amount to bear in mind here. The focus
must be on the reader throughout. However, you must not
forget your own position as the writer, there are things here
also that must be incorporated into the way you write.

The writer’s approach
Every organisation has an image. The only question is whether
this just happens, for good or ill, or if it is seen as something to
actively create, maintain and make positive. Similarly, every
report or proposal you write says something about you.
Whether you like it or not this is true. And it matters. The
profile wittingly or unwittingly presented may influence
whether people believe, trust or like you. It may influence how
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they feel about your expertise, or whether they can see them-
selves agreeing with you or doing business with you.

Your personal profile is not only an influence in your job,
one that links to the objectives you have, but it also potentially
affects your career. Surely it is unavoidable that, given the
profusion of paperwork in most organisations, what you write
progressively typecasts you in the eyes of others – including
your boss – as the sort of person who is going places, or not. It
bears thinking about.

Certainly your prevailing style, and what a particular docu-
ment says about you, is worth thinking about. If there is an
inevitable subtext of this sort, you cannot afford to let it go by
default, you need to consciously influence it. Start by consid-
ering what you want people to think of you. Take a simple
point. You want to be thought of as efficient. Then the style of
the document surely says something about this. If it is good,
contains everything the reader wants, and certainly if it covers
everything it said it would, then a sense of efficiency surely
follows.

There is a plethora of characteristics that you might want
your writing to reflect. Ask yourself exactly how you want
various factors to come over, for example:

■ What knowledge (of the subject, the people, the situation)
should be evident?

■ How can your empathy with people (immediate readers or
others), and/or interest in them, be shown?

■ What expertise should be reflected?
■ How is your confidence demonstrated (or enhanced)?
■ Does what you say express appropriate clout?
■ Is your case put over with honesty and sincerity?
■ Do you seem reliable? (perhaps consistent reliability is

what should be evident)
■ Is your decisiveness clear?

All the above, and more, are worth considering to ascertain
exactly how you achieve the effect you want. It may also be
important to appear well organised, concerned with detail, or
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to actually position yourself in a particular role: as advisor, say,
or honest broker. Such images are cumulative. They build up
over time and can assist in the establishment and maintenance
of relationships. Whether such is with a colleague, a customer,
or concerned with establishing with the boss that you are a
good person to work with (as well as good at your work) then
the influence can be powerful.

Similarly you might have in mind a list of characteristics you
want actively to avoid seeming to embrace. For example
appearing: dogmatic, patronising, inflexible, old fashioned, or
whatever, in your job, might do you little good. Some other
characteristics are sometimes to be emphasised, sometimes not.
Stubbornness is a good example.

Always have your own chosen profile in mind as you write.
Such images are not created in a word. There is more to

appearing honest than writing: ‘Let me be completely honest...’
(which might actually have the effect of making alarm bells
ring!). Your intended profile will come, in part, from specifics
such as choice of words, but also from the whole way in which
you use language. So it is to more about the use of language
that we now move on.

Use of language
How language is used makes a difference to exactly how a
message is received. The importance of using the right word
has already been touched on, but the kind of difference we are
talking about can be well demonstrated by changing no more
than one word. For example, consider the first sentence after
the last heading: ‘How language is used makes a difference to
exactly how a message is received’. Add one word… ‘makes a
big difference to…’.

Now let us see what changing that word ‘big’ makes: it is
surely a little different to say: ‘makes a great difference...’ and
there are many alternatives, all with varying meaning: ‘real’,
‘powerful’, ‘considerable’, ‘vast’, ‘special’, ‘large’, ‘important’.
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You can doubtless think of more. In context of what I am actu-
ally saying here, ‘powerful’ is a good word. It is not just a ques-
tion of how you use language, but what you achieve by your
use of it. No report writer should be without both a dictionary
and thesaurus beside his or her desk; the latter is often the most
useful.

This book has the specific task of focusing on reports and
proposals. There is no space for a complete run down on all
aspects of grammar and punctuation, though they do, of
course, matter and I will make some mention of them. I want
to concentrate on those things that can help create the effect
you want.

Making language work for you
I regularly see examples of business writing that are almost
wholly without adjectives. Yet surely one of the first purposes
of language is to be descriptive. Most writing necessitates the
need to paint a picture to some degree at least. Contrast two
phrases: 

Smooth as silk.
Sort of shiny.

The first (used, now I think of it, as a slogan by Thai Airways)
conjures up a clear and precise picture; or certainly does for
anyone who has seen and touched silk. The second might mean
almost anything; dead wet fish are sort of shiny, but they are
hardly to be compared with the touch of silk. Further, an even
more descriptive phrase may be required. I heard someone on
the radio describe something as ‘slippery as a freshly buttered
ice-rink’. Could anyone think this meant anything other than
really, really slippery?

The question of expectation of complexity (and cognitive
cost) was mentioned earlier, and to some extent it does not
matter whether a written piece is short or long, whatever it is, if
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it makes things effortlessly clear, it is appreciated. And if it is
both descriptive and makes something easier to understand the
readers are doubly appreciative.

Clear description may need working at, but the effort is
worthwhile. I recently wrote asking a meeting venue to set up
for a seminar arranging a group ‘in a U-shape’. When I arrived
the arrangement certainly put people in a U, but did so around
a boardroom style table. But I meant a U in the sense of an
open U, one that gave me the ability to stand within the U to
work with delegates. If I had said that, there would have been
no misunderstanding.

Description is important, but sometimes we want more than
that. We want an element of something being descriptive, and
also memorable. It seems to me that this is achieved in two
ways: first by something that is descriptive yet unusual,
secondly, when it is descriptive and unexpected.

Returning to the venue theme above, I once heard a confer-
ence executive describe, as part of an explanation about room
layouts, a U-shape as being one that ‘puts everyone in the front
row’. That, I believe, is descriptive and memorable because,
while clear, it is also an unusual way of expressing it. Such
phrases work well and are worth searching for.

There are occasions where this kind of approach works well,
not least in ensuring something about the writer is expressed
along the way. Some phrases or passages may draw strength
because readers would never feel it was quite appropriate to
put it like that themselves, yet find they like reading it. There is
an important lesson here. Think, really think, about the things
you want to describe, find words and phrases that do the job
you want, and do not limit your options by only seeing possi-
bilities within some sort of restricted ‘business language’. Of
course, it might be possible to go over the top here, and some
ideas you may rightly reject as too extreme. Frankly the danger
of including such things inappropriately is minimal, whereas
the danger of failing to include something that might make a
positive difference, and bring your whole text to life, is much
greater. Do not let ‘automatic pilot censorship’ limit the effect
your writing can have on people.
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Another aspect you may want, on occasion, to put into your
writing is emotion. If you want to seem enthusiastic, interested,
surprised – whatever – this must show. A dead, passive style:
‘the results were not quite as expected, they showed that...’ is
not the same as one that characterises what is said with
emotion: ‘you will be surprised by the results, which showed
that...’. Both may be appropriate on occasion, but the latter is
sometimes avoided when it could add to the sense and feeling
and there might be occasion to strengthen that – ‘the results
will amaze’.

Consider this. How often when you are searching for the
right phrase do you reject something as either not sufficiently
formal (or conventional)? Be honest. Many are on the brink of
putting down something that will be memorable or which will
add power, and then they play safe and opt for something else.
It may be adequate, but it fails to impress; it may well then
represent a lost opportunity.

Next, we look at some things to avoid.

Mistakes to avoid
Some things may act to dilute the power of your writing. They
may or may not be technically wrong, but they end up reducing
your effectiveness and making your objectives less certain to be
achieved. Examples are given below.

Blandness
Watch out! This is a regular trap for the business writer. It
happens not so much because you choose the wrong thing to
write, but because you are writing on automatic pilot without
thought, or at least much thought, for the detail and make no
real conscious choice.

What does it mean to say something is:
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quite good (or bad), or:
rather expensive,
very slow progress?

What exactly is:

an attractive promotion? (as opposed to a profit generating
one, perhaps)
a slight delay? (for a moment or a month?).

All these give only a vague impression. Ask yourself exactly
what you want to express, then choose language that does just
that. 

‘Officespeak’
This is another all too common component of some business
writing, much of it passed on from one person to another
without comment or change. It may confuse little, but adds
little either; other than an old fashioned feel.

Phrases such as:

‘enclosed for your perusal’ (even ‘enclosed for your interest’
may be unsuitable. You may need to tell them why it should
be of interest; or ‘enclosed’ alone may suffice),
‘we respectfully acknowledge receipt of’ (why not say:
‘Thank you for’?),
‘in the event that’ (‘if’ is surely better),
‘very high speed operation’ (fast, or state just how fast),
‘conceptualised’ (thought).

Avoid such trite approaches like the plague, and work to
change the habit of any ‘pet’ phrases you use too easily, too
often; and inappropriately.
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Language of ‘fashion’ 
Language is changing all the time. New words and phrases
enter the language almost daily, often from the United States
and also linked to the use of technology. It is worth watching
for the life cycle of such words because if you are out of step
then they may fail to do the job you want. I notice three stages:

1. When it is too early to use them. When they will either not
be understood, or seem silly or even like a failed attempt at
trendiness.

2. When they work well.
3. When their use begins to date and sound wrong or inade-

quate.

Examples may date too, but let me try. I twitched visibly the
other day when someone on BBC Radio 4 talked about an
‘upcoming’ event. For me at least, this is in its early stage and
does not sound right at all; ‘forthcoming’ will suit me well for a
while longer.

On the other hand, what did we say before we said, ‘mission
statement’? This is certainly a term in current use. Most people
in business appreciate its meaning and some have made good
use of the thinking that goes into producing one.

What about a word or phrase that is past its best? I would
suggest a common one: ‘user friendly’. When first used it
was new, nicely descriptive and quickly began to be useful.
Now, I suspect, with no single gadget on the entire planet
not so described by its makers, it is becoming weak to say the
least.

Mistakes people hate
Some errors are actually well known to most people, yet
they still slip through and there is a category that simply share
the fact that many people find them annoying when they are on
the receiving end. A simple example is the word ‘unique’,
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which is so often used with an adjective. Unique means like
nothing else. Nothing can be ‘very unique’ or ‘greatly unique’,
even the company whose brochure I saw with the words
‘very unique’ occurring three times in one paragraph, do not in
fact have a product that is more than just unique even once.
Think of similar examples which annoy you and avoid them
too.

Others here include the likes of:

‘different to’ (different from),
‘less’ (which relates to quantity) when number is involved –
‘fewer’ would be correct.

Another area for care is with unnecessary inverted commas
(which are becoming a modern ‘plague’).

Clichés
This is a somewhat difficult one. Any overused phrase can
become categorised as a cliché. Yet a phrase like ‘putting the
cart before the horse’ is not only well known, but establishes an
instant and precise vision – and can therefore be useful. In a
sense people like to conjure up a familiar image and so such
phrases should not always be avoided, and reports may not be
the place for creative alternatives like ‘spread the butter before
the jam’.

Following the rules
What about grammar, syntax and punctuation? Of course they
matter, so does spelling, but spell checkers largely make up for
any inadequacies in that area these days. But some of the rules
are made to be broken and some of the old rules are no longer
regarded as rules, certainly not for business writing.

Certain things can jar. For example:
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■ Poor punctuation. Too little is exhausting to read, espe-
cially coupled with long sentences. Too much starts to seem
affected and awkward. Certain rules do matter here, but
the simplest guide is probably to use punctuation to allow
for breathing. We learn to punctuate speech long before we
write anything, so in writing all that is really necessary is a
conscious inclusion of the pauses. The length of pause and
the nature of what is being said indicates the likely solu-
tion. In some ways better too much than not enough.

■ Tautology (unnecessary repetition). This is to be avoided.
The classic example is people who say ‘I, myself person-
ally’. Do not ‘export overseas’, simply export, do not
indulge in ‘forward planning’, simply plan.

■ Oxymoron (word combinations that are contradictory).
These may sound silly – ‘distinctly foggy’ – or be current
good ways of expressing something – ‘deafening silence’.
Some sentences can cause similar problems of contradiction
– ‘I never make predictions; and I never will’.

Other things are still regarded as rules by purists, but work
well in business writing and are now in current use. A good
example here is the rule stating that you should never begin a
sentence with the words ‘and’ or ‘but’. But you can. And it
helps produce tighter writing and avoid overlong sentences.
But… or rather however, it also makes another point; do not
overuse this sort of thing.

Another similar rule is that sentences cannot be ended with
prepositions. ‘He is a person worth talking to’ really does
sound easier on the ear than: ‘…with whom it is worth talking’.
Winston Churchill is said to have responded to criticism about
this with the famous line: ‘This is a type of arrant pedantry up
with which I will not put’. 

Still other rules may be broken only occasionally. Many
of us have been brought up never to split infinitives, and
it thus comes under the annoyance category most of the
time. There are exceptions however: would the most famous
one in the world – Star Trek’s ‘to boldly go where no man has
gone before’ – really be better as ‘to go boldly….’? I do not
think so.
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If you want a guide to the real detail here, everything from
when to put a colon and when to put a semicolon, then let me
recommend some further reading. There are a plethora of
‘good English’ guides, many of them reference books, and
something like Bloomsbury’s Good Word Guide is certainly
useful. Head and shoulders above the rest however (if that is
not a cliché) – and something many people will really enjoy
reading – is English Our English, a Penguin paperback by Keith
Waterhouse, the novelist and newspaper columnist, it is a real
guide, but it is interesting, often funny and projects a great
enthusiasm for writing. Buy one at once.

Style
Finally, most people have, or develop, a way of writing that
includes things they simply like. Why not indeed? For
example, although the rule books now say they are simply
alternatives, I think that to say: ‘First..., secondly... and
thirdly...’, has much more elegance than beginning: ‘Firstly...’. I
am not sure why. 

It would be a duller world if we all did everything the same
way and writing is no exception. There is no harm in using
some things for no better reason than that you like them. This
is likely to add variety to your writing, and make it seem
distinctively different from that of other people, which may
itself be useful.

Certainly you should always be happy that what you
write sounds right. So, to quote Keith Waterhouse: ‘ If, after all
this advice, a sentence still reads awkwardly, then what you
have there is an awkward sentence. Demolish it and start
again’.

Key points
■ Make sure what you write is not only readable, but is designed

for its readers.
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■ Put clarity first, understanding is the foundation of good business
writing.

■ Remember to influence the subtext that provides an image of you,
and to ensure it works as you want.

■ Make language work for you; be descriptive, be memorable.
■ Make your writing correct, but make it individual.

68 ■ How to write reports and proposals



Dealing with
numbers

Often the kind of document under discussion includes
numbers, not least financial figures. Numbers can confuse or
clarify. The job is normally to make sure they do not confuse
when they should make things clear. Though perhaps it should
be acknowledged that sometimes numbers are thrown around
precisely in order to confuse. For example, someone in a
meeting might rattle through a mass of disparate costings in the
hope that just how expensive a plan is will not be dwelt upon.
Similarly, the complexity of figures may be used on a grander
scale: in marketing people talk about ‘confusion pricing’ – a
pricing structure of such complexity that it makes it difficult
for a customer to undertake comparison with competitors
(mobile phone tariffs are an example of this).

That said, the concentration in this chapter is on the positive,
using numbers effectively in the course of meetings and more
routine corporate communication. This is important because
many people:

■ assume numbers will confuse them, they lack skills in
numeracy (finding anything from percentages to break even
analysis difficult) and, because they switch off to figures,
they need to be motivated to appreciate them;
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■ can take in things on the scale of their own bank balance,
but are confused by corporate figures because of their sheer
size;

■ are overwhelmed by the sheer volume of figures (imagine
the profusion of figures spilled out by many a computer
program).

Because of this particular approaches are necessary.

Action to help
The presentation of figures therefore generally needs to be well
considered if it is to enhance a message. The first principles are
to:

■ Select what information is presented, focusing on key infor-
mation and leaving out anything that is unnecessary. This
can mean for instance that information needs to be
tailored; the detailed chart included in a report may be
inappropriate to use for other purposes and must be abbre-
viated. Many slides used as visual aids are overcomplicated
when simply taken from a page in a document, and this
seems especially prevalent in items involving figures.

■ Separate information, for example into an appendix to a
report, so that the main message includes only key figures,
and the overall flow of the case is maintained while more
details can be accessed if required.

■ Separate too information and the calculations that arrive at
it. This can be done using appendices or by such devices as
boxed paragraphs in a report.

■ Select the appropriate accuracy as you present figures.
Sometimes accuracy helps understanding, or is simply
important, while on other occasions it can confuse and ball
park figures suit better.

■ Repeat: repetition helps get any message across, with
numbers natural repetition – for instance, going through
them verbally and issuing something in writing as well –
can make all the difference.

70 ■ How to write reports and proposals



■ Proof read: numbers must be checked perhaps even more
carefully than words in written material; remember that
one figure wrongly typed might change things radically,
and for the worse.

Consider an example of corporate results. Sales figures may be
up, but there are a variety of ways to describe this. It might be
said that:

■ Sales are up. No detail might be necessary.
■ Sales are up about 10 per cent. A broad estimate may be

fine.
■ Sales are up 10.25 per cent. The precise figure may be

important; and note that it is nonsense to say, as is
often heard: Sales are up about 10.25 per cent – the word
about only goes with round figures and estimates or fore-
casts.

■ Sales are up about £10,000. The financial numbers may be
more important than the percentage (and can be presented
with the same different emphasis as just described for
percentages). In addition, what the figures refer to must be
made clear. For example: Sales of product X are up 10.25
per cent for the period January–June 2006. Language can,
of course, change all such statements – Sales are up
substantially – maybe, as here, just by adding one word.

■ Present information in a way that makes it easy for people
to understand it; for example in graph form.

Methods of presenting numbers
clearly
There are two main ways of ensuring clarity with regard to
numbers.

Graphs and charts
First, it is an old saying that a picture is worth a thousand
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words; this principle relates directly to numbers of all sorts. A
graph can convey an overall picture, one immediately under-
stood – sometimes literally at a glance. 

Often two graphs work better than one more complex one,
and of course they must be set out to maximise the visibility of
the information they display. Thus they need to:

■ be an appropriate size;
■ use different colours when possible and when this helps;

carefully chosen colours too, picked to contrast one against
the other;

■ be suitably annotated, with thought being given to what
text appears on the graph itself and what is separate (in a
key at the foot of the page, perhaps);

■ work effectively, or be adapted so to do, if they are to be
used as visual aids, when legibility is doubly important.

Various kinds of chart and graph can be used, these include:

Tables

This term encompasses anything that sets out figures in
columns; they can be of varying degrees of complexity.
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Bar charts 

The example makes the effect of this clear; scale can again be
varied for emphasis

Pie charts

This is an especially visual device and can make many things
much clearer than, say, a table and certainly a description.
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Graphs

These are useful to show the differences of quantities varying
over time. Care must be taken to select scales that give the
picture you want (there can be a lot of trickery with this sort of
graph – something to bear in mind when you are interpreting
them rather than showing them).

All these devices benefit from being kept as simple as
possible. Complexity, which includes trying to demonstrate too
many different things (such as overall sales, sales by product,
profitability and... but you take the point), can quickly drown
out clarity.

Note too that sometimes a compromise is necessary here
between the ‘perfection’ of a lovingly created graph and the
time (and sometimes cost) of producing it. Despite this the
greatest danger is using few, or poorly, executed devices when
the information they present makes their use necessary. It can
literally be true to say that one graph of some sort added to, say
a proposal, can swing an argument or get agreement to a case.

The power of such devices can be considerable. One example
of information in graphic form relating to writing is to imagine
a pie chart. First imagine the circle, then divide the circle into
two segments, one representing how much of a message comes
from the actual content and one indicating how much is put
over by style, image and the way the profile of you the writer
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and your organisation. By linking such an empty pie chart to a
particular document you can prompt consideration of how best
to balance it in this respect. One graphic image can prompt
considerable information and thought.

The contribution of language
Secondly, certain factors are important here with regard to the
use of language:

■ Pace: in verbal communication you may need to slow down
a bit when dealing with numbers and build in more, and
longer pauses; so too in writing, make sure everything is in
context before figures are used or they risk simply
confusing.

■ Signposting: can focus attention and prompt concentration
– let us consider this carefully, it can be confusing and the
details are important.

■ Checks: again in conversation an adequate number of Is
that clear? and similar remarks or questions can help
ensure people keep up; in writing more formal checks may
be necessary suggesting that people pause, ensure they have
everything straight so far or recap before going on.

■ Accuracy: check carefully: numbers can be confused and
you do not want to have someone thinking you offered, say
15 per cent discount, when it was 5.

■ Precision: exactly the right accompanying word can make a
difference, ensuring that figures are taken exactly how they
should be. For example: note that this figure is an estimate
or This is the position today.

■ Nonsense: some statements using numbers can be, in effect,
nonsense (as with some advertisements on the television
saying things like – now more than 70 per cent.) High
percentages, of something good, may automatically sound
good, but pose the question – compared with what?
It might be a competitor, or an earlier version of the
product; or it might just be unclear. Writing needs to make
this clear.
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Another element that can help is that of making comparisons.
This can be done in various ways. For example, many numbers,
not least financial ones, involve comparisons with other
periods of time ‘this is more than last year’, with other elements
‘administration costs are down, though customer service
ratings are up’. 

Similarly, comparisons can be made simply to aid descrip-
tion. This is especially helpful if figures are very large or other-
wise beyond the day-to-day experience of those for whom the
numbers are being laid out. One aspect of this is simply in the
words, describing what you want people to take on board as a
serious shortfall in revenue, say, as ‘akin to the national debt of
most of South America’. The exaggeration is extreme and
readers will recognise that this is done only to highlight the
importance, and size, of the figure being discussed. Alter na -
tively, you may select a comparison that is accurate and an
important detail of what is being described. Thus an office
extension might be described as ‘the size of a tennis court’
when even an accurate number of square meters (and this may
be there too) might fail to create an easy to grasp and accurate
picture.

This links to what is called amortising, meaning to spread a
figure expressing it as smaller units, which are divisions of the
whole. For example, an annual cost of say £1680 can be
described as ‘£140 per month’, ‘only £140 per month’ or ‘not
even £150 per month’.

The case of the travel agent, which was set out on page 13 is
a good example of how the way in which figures are dealt with,
and how they are made to relate to particular readers, affects
the way a message is accepted and dealt with. The key here was
one of communications. The numbers and the difficulty of
hitting them did not change. The perception of the problem,
however, was made manageable, personal and – above all –
was made to seem achievable. The results then showed that
success was possible. All that was necessary was to present the
figures in the right way – one that reflected the realities of the
situation.
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Similarly, think of other numbers and how you might have to
refer to them, for instance:

■ Mentioning a promotional budget to the Finance Director
may create objections – they see it as a large amount of
money ‘going out of the business’; describe it as an invest-
ment and link it tightly to the sales revenue it is designed to
produce and the reaction may be different.

■ A manager, working primarily to the scale of a financial
year, may have to condition numbers relating to time scale
when communicating with younger staff for whom long
term is Friday week.

Who is being communicated with and how numbers and finan-
cial information should be positioned always need careful
consideration.

Finally, as a thought linked to language, consider two further
factors:

■ in verbal communication, of course, the tone of voice helps
get things over – do you, for instance, want a 10 per cent
increase to sound good or bad? In writing you must pick
introductory words and phrases to make sure it comes over
as you wish;

■ in written form, numbers, and the words that accompany
them, can be presented with a different emphasis using
graphics. In bold type, or italics perhaps, or in a larger type
face. There is also a difference between writing 10%, 10
per cent, or ten per cent; and more variations are possible.
We return to graphic emphasis later.

Key points
Numbers can either enhance written communication or they can
confuse and, at worst, result in the whole communication falling on
stony ground. The key to success is to:

■ recognise the role and importance of numbers within the
message;
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■ recognise the difficulty some people have with numbers;
■ choose a method of communication that highlights them appro-

priately, both literally (eg bold type) or by appropriate emphasis;
■ illustrate figures wherever possible, for instance with graphs;
■ be especially clear in what is said (or written), to use powerful

description and take time for matters to be understood.
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Making proposals
persuasive

Reports can be a chore to write and a trial to get right. But
proposals are a different matter, writing them makes some
additional demands. How do they differ from reports? In many
ways they have all the same qualities. They must earn a
reading, they must hold and develop interest. They must use
many of the devices already mentioned – being well structured
and using language appropriately, for instance – but there is
more. They must persuade, they must actively work to obtain
positive decisions to do business. As such, they are a key stage
in the buying/selling process, and, although this is not the place
for a complete description of sales techniques some factors are
important.

A cumulative process
Selling may sometimes be a simple process consisting of one
meeting. The sales person meets the buyer and, at the end of
the meeting – if it has been successful – the buyer agrees to
purchase and the deal is done.

Often though the process of selling something is much more
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complicated than this. For example, the chain of events might
include the following transactions:

■ Advertising and promotional activity prompt an enquiry
from a prospective customer.

■ That enquiry has to be handled (on the telephone, let us
assume).

■ The prospect is interested and asks for details to be posted
(a letter and catalogue, say).

■ Nothing more may be heard, but a telephone call is initi-
ated to revive, maintain or develop the initial interest.

■ At this point it may be agreed that a sales person visits to
discuss matters in more detail.

■ A sales meeting takes place; inconclusively.
■ Follow up is again made by telephone and another meeting

takes place.
■ A second meeting is conducted and this time the prospect

agrees to consider a proposal – ‘Let’s see chapter and verse
in writing.’

■ Once submitted, the proposal may be distributed to others
around the organisation.

■ More chasing may be necessary, and then the potential
supplier is short listed.

■ Next a formal presentation is requested and made (say to
the Board, or a buying committee).

■ A decision to purchase (or not) is finally made.

The process might not be so drawn out, but in some cases even
the example above might be a simplification. More meetings
may be necessary. Certain industries demand additional stages
such as a demonstration or test. And every stage, however
many there are, is a form of communication. The whole pro -
cess may last days, weeks, months or even years, certainly every
organisation has its own version of this persuasive sequence.

Now, with the kind of complexity above (and that of your
own organisation in mind) consider this: in terms of quality of
action the process is cumulative. Prospective buyers only move
from one stage to the next if they have been satisfied by the
quality of what has been done to date. Thus, for example, if
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you send inappropriate or shoddy literature it will be more
difficult to tie down a meeting.

There is another consideration here: that of strike rate.
Moving right through the stages is time consuming and expen-
sive. Any stage poorly executed risks the process stopping
there. The customer declines to continue the process (he or she
may well be checking out competitors in parallel, and will
continue with them) and all the time and money expended to
date is wasted.

A key stage
Something of the above continuity may be true for reports also,
but it is certainly very pronounced with proposals. Proposals
are literally a key link in the stages of moving prospects from
little or no interest in your product or service to that where
they take willing, positive action to buy. What is more they are
a link that comes towards the end of the sequence. By that
point too much has often been done for sales to be willingly
allowed to fall through by default because of poor proposals.

There is therefore a great deal hanging on proposals and they
must do their job well. A proposal must not, therefore, be
simply efficient and readable – it must be persuasive. Somehow,
in many organisations, written proposals are something of a
weak link. Whatever the quality of face-to-face salesmanship, it
always seems to be less when something intended to be persua-
sive is put in writing. At worst, over-formality – often coupled
with too much circumspection – dilutes the level of persuasive-
ness achieved.

Persuasive technique
As was said at the start of this chapter, this is no place for a
com plete run down on what constitutes sales technique. How -
ever, it is worth digressing briefly to consider certain essentials.

Making proposals persuasive ■ 81



The best, and simplest, definition of selling that I know is
that selling is ‘helping people to buy’. This positions the whole
process that demands that the seller identifies, understands and
respects the buyer’s needs, and makes their case act to facilitate
the buyer’s making a decision to buy. 

Essentially selling has three tasks. To:

■ create visibility (no one will buy from you if they do not
know, or remember, you);

■ be persuasive (make what you say understandable, attrac-
tive and credible);

■ differentiate (to make your case more powerful and distinc-
tive than those of competitors).

All are important and often, with business justifying or necessi-
tating a proposal stage, the third is especially so. It should
never be assumed that business is not threatened by competi-
tion even when (with repeat business, for instance) this is
neither in evidence nor mentioned.

The don’ts
You should not:

■ Be too clever. It is the argument that should win the reader
round, not your flowery phrases, elegant quotations or
clever approach.

■ Be too complicated. The point about simplicity has been
made. It applies equally to the overall argument.

■ Be pompous. This means saying too much about you, your
organisation and your product/services (instead of what it
means to the reader). It means writing in a way that is too
far removed from the way you would speak. It means
following too slavishly the exact grammar at the expense of
an easy, flowing style.

■ Over-claim. While you should certainly have the courage of
your convictions, too many superlatives can become self-
defeating. Make one claim that seems doubtful and the
whole argument will suffer.
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■ Offer opinions. Or at least not too many compared with
the statement of facts, ideally substantiated facts.

■ Lead into points with negatives. For example, do not say ‘If
this is not the case we will…’, rather ‘You will find… or…’.

■ Assume your reader lacks knowledge. Rather than saying,
for example, ‘You probably do not know that...’. Better to
say ‘Many people have not yet heard...’ or ‘Like others, you
probably know...’.

■ Overdo humour. Never use humour unless you are very
sure of its success. An inward groan as the prospect reads
does rather destroy the nodding agreement you are trying
to build. A quotation or quip, particularly if it is relevant, is
safer and even if the humour is not appreciated, the appro-
priateness may be noted.

■ Use up benefits early. A persuasive letter must not run out
of steam: it must end on a high note and still be talking in
terms of benefits even towards and at the end.

The dos
You should do the following:

■ Concentrate on facts. The case you put over must be cred-
ible and factual. A clear-cut ‘these are all the facts you need
to know’ approach tends to pay particular dividends.

■ Use captions. While pictures, illustrations, photo graphs
and charts can often be regarded as speaking for them-
selves, they will have more impact if used with a caption.
(This can be a good way of achieving acceptable repetition,
with a mention in the text and in the caption.)

■ Use repetition. Key points can appear more than once, for
example in a leaflet and an accompanying letter, even more
than once within the letter itself. This applies, of course,
especially to benefits repeated for emphasis.

■ Keep changing the language. You need to find numbers of
ways of saying the same thing in brochures and letters and
so on.

■ Say what is new. Assuming you have something new, novel
– even unique – to say, make sure the reader knows it. Real
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differentiation can often be lost, so in the quantity of words
make sure that the key points still stand out.

■ Address the recipient. You must do this accurately and
precisely. You must know exactly to whom you are writing,
what his or her needs, likes and dislikes are and be ever
conscious of tailoring the message. Going too far towards
being all things to all people will dilute the effectiveness to
any one recipient.

■ Keep the recipient reading. Consider breaking sentences at
the end of a page so that readers have to turn over to
complete the sentence. (I agree, it does not look quite so
neat, but it works.) Always make it clear that other pages
follow, putting ‘continued...’ or similar at the foot of the
page.

■ Link paragraphs. This is another way to keep recipients
reading. Use ‘horse and cart’ points to carry the argument
along. For example, one paragraph starts ‘One example of
this is...’; the next starts ‘Now let’s look at how that
works…’.

■ Be descriptive. Really descriptive. In words, a system may
be better described as ‘smooth as silk’ than ‘very straight-
forward to operate’. Remember, you know how good what
you are describing is, the readers do not. You need to tell
them and you must not assume they will catch your enthu-
siasm from a brief phrase.

■ Involve people. First your people. Do not say ‘…the head of
our XYZ Division’, say ‘John Smith, the head of our XYZ
Division’. And other people. Do not say ‘…it is a proven
service…’, say ‘…more than 300 clients have found it valu-
able…’.

■ Add credibility. For example, if you quote users, quote
names (with their permission), if you quote figures, quote
them specifically and mention people by name. Being
specific adds to credibility, so do not say, ‘This is described
in our booklet on…’, rather ‘…this is described on page 16
of our booklet on…’.

■ Use repetition. Key points can appear more than once, in
the leaflet and the letter, even more than once within the
letter itself. This applies, of course, especially to benefits
repeated for emphasis. You will notice this point is re -
peated, either to show that the technique works or perhaps
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to demonstrate that some half-hearted attempts at humour
are not altogether recommended!

This is a topic that ultimately overlaps with the techniques of
direct mail, there are many possibilities and it is therefore
something that you may conclude bears some separate study.
So, although the rest of this chapter touches on some of the
sales techniques, from here on it concentrates primarily on how
to write proposals and the ‘shape’ they need to be if they are to
do their job well.

Quotations versus proposals
It may be worth being clear about what exactly is meant by the
two words ‘proposal’ and ‘quotation’. Although they are some-
times used in a way that appears similar, in sales terms they
each imply something very different.

Proposals have to explain and justify what they suggest.
They may make recommendations, they certainly assume that
their job is to persuade. Whereas quotations, which are much
simpler documents, simply set out a – usually requested –
option, saying if it is available and what it costs. They assume,
rightly or wrongly, that the sales job is done and that persua-
sion is not necessary. Many quotations should have more,
sometimes much more, of the proposal about them. Here
the review is concerned with the more complex proposals,
though the principles concerned might act to beef up a quota-
tion.

Choice of format
There are two approaches to the format of proposals. Some -
times a letter, albeit maybe a longish one, is entirely appro-
priate. Indeed, sometimes doing more than this can overstate a
case and put the recipient off. It is seen as over-engineering.
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Alternatively what is necessary is much more like a report,
though with a persuasive bent. Consider both in turn, and
when and why each may be appropriate.

Letter proposals
This is simply what the name suggests. It starts with a first
sheet set out like a letter, which begins ‘Dear...’. It may be
several pages long, with a number of subheadings, but it is
essentially less formal than a report-style proposal. This style is
appropriate when: 

■ a more detailed proposal is not needed, because there
would be insufficient content, or an over-formality;

■ the objective (or request) is only to summarise discussions
that have taken place;

■ there are no outstanding issues (unsolved at prior meetings,
for instance);

■ there is no threat of competition.

Where these, or some of them, do not apply another approach
is necessary.

Formal proposal
This is a report-style document, usually bound in some way
and thus more elaborate and formal. Such is appropriate when:

■ recommendations are complex;
■ what is being sold is high in cost (or, just as importantly,

will be seen as being so);
■ there is more than one ‘customer’, a committee, a recom-

mender and decision maker acting together, or some other
combination of people who need to confer and will thus see
exactly the same thing;

■ (linked to the previous point) you have not met some of
those who will be instrumental in making the decision;

■ you know you have competitors and are being compared
with them.
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In many businesses it is common for there to be multiple deci-
sion makers or influencers. Where this is even suspected it is
wise always to ask how many copies of a proposal are
required. If you have seen, say, two people and the answer is
three copies, maybe there is someone else you need to be aware
of and more questions (or even another meeting) become the
order of the day before you move on.

In anything to do with selling, the customer and his or
her views rank high. What customers want should rightly
influence the kind of proposal you put in. Ask them questions
such as:

■ How formal should it be?
■ What sort of detail is expected?
■ How long should it be?
■ How many people will see it?
■ When do they want to receive it?

You do not have to follow their answers slavishly, but must
make a considered judgement. For example, if you are dealing
with people you know, they may well suggest not being too
formal. But, if you know you are the competition, it may still
pay to do something more formal than a letter; after all, your
document and someone else’s will be compared alongside each
other. In a comparison between a letter-style and more formal
proposal, the former tends to look weaker, especially when
related to value for money.

Timing
Timing is worth a particular word. It is naturally good to meet
customers’ deadlines, even in some cases if it means burning the
midnight oil. But it may be they want your proposal to reflect
your considered opinion. Promising that on a complex matter
‘in 24 hours’ may simply not be credible. Too much speed in
such a case can cast doubts on quality and originality. This is
especially true of services, and of anything that is effectively
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bespoke. So much so that it may occasionally be wise to delay
something, asking for more time than you actually need to
enhance the feeling of tailoring and consideration when it
arrives.

So, at this stage you know something about the customer’s
needs, you know who is involved in the decision (ie those who
will read whatever you write) and when the proposal is
wanted. Remember the chapter on preparation, add on any
time you will need to spend with colleagues – in discussion,
brainstorming, whatever – and set aside sufficient time to do a
good job. Once the document is in the post, then – for good or
ill – it must stand on its own feet.
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Case study
A consultant takes a careful brief. He has a good first meeting
with the prospective client. A rapport is established and, at
the end of the meeting he leaves, confident that the prospect
believes he understands the problem; indeed this he has checked
out.

He asks the necessary questions about the proposal that must
now be submitted. He knows he is in competition with another
supplier, that sufficient detail is necessary, that an innovative
approach is expected but one that must fit certain existing para-
meters. There is also a degree of urgency – not too much, but
given the current workload…

In the event, the proposal hits the deadline, but only just. A week
later the consultant receives a telephone call from the manager on
whom the decision rests. He has one question of detail. He wants
to check whether one element of the suggested approach made
in the proposal meets one of the fixed criteria. The consultant well
remembers the point, and they turn together to the relevant page.
‘It’s not quite clear…’ says the manager; and indeed on
rereading it, it is not. The wording is woolly. However, the consul-
tant puts the matters straight, assuring the manager that the
methodology is suggested that way precisely to meet the given



The above case study makes a good point. No one can be
certain that the offending paragraph was itself solely instru -
mental in losing the work; but it cannot have helped. There is a
neces sary attention to detail required here (perhaps the consul-
tant did not have time to get a colleague to read it over), and
the focus throughout any such document must be on the
customer’s needs and perceptions. Certainly once a proposal of
yours has gone out then you have to live with it. It is not going
to sound very professional to telephone a correction later or
send a revised ‘page 7’ to be slotted in by the prospect. With all
that in mind, let us turn to see how the content should be
arranged and dealt with in a proposal.

Proposal content
While the form and certainly the content of a proposal can
vary, the main divisions are best described as:

■ the introduction (often preceded by a contents page);
■ the statement of need;
■ the recommendations (or solution);
■ areas of detail (such as costs, timing, logistics, technical

specification);
■ closing statement (or summary);
■ additional information (of prime or lesser importance – in

the form of appendices).

Each may need a number of subheadings and their length may
vary with context, but they form a convenient way of reviewing
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criteria. This seems to settle the matter and a decision is promised
in a week or so.

Seven days later a letter arrives. It is polite, it praises the
approach; but it says no.



the key issues about the construction of a proposal and are thus
commented on in turn below.

Contents page
A proposal of any complexity needs the equivalent of a book’s
title page. This states whom, or which organisation, it is for,
what it is about and whom it is from. This page can also give
the contact details – address etc – of the proposer (which, if not
here, must certainly be in the proposal somewhere) and some
proposal writers like to feature the logo of the recipient organ-
isation on it, as well as his or her own. 

A front sheet giving the contents, and page numbers should
follow this. It may make it look more interesting if there are
subheadings as well as main headings, especially if the main
headings have to be bland, eg ‘The introduction’. Action words
– making, creating etc – should be preferred.

The headings that follow below are descriptive of the func-
tions and role of the sections, not recommendations for head-
ings you should necessarily use.

Introduction
Remember this is a sales document. The opening must
command attention, establish interest and lead into the main
text, making people want to read on. As the introduction has
to undertake a number of important, yet routine, tasks, ahead
of them it may be best to start with a sentence (or more) that is
interesting, rings bells with the customer and sets the tone for
the document. 

Thereafter there a number of other roles for the introduc-
tion, it may need, for instance, to:

■ establish the background;
■ refer to past meetings and discussions;
■ recap decisions made to date;
■ quote experience;
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■ acknowledge terms of reference;
■ list the names of those involved in the discussions and/or

preparation of the document.

As none of this is as interesting as what will follow, this section
should concentrate on essentials and be kept short. The final
words should act as a bridge to the next section.

Statement of need
This section needs to set out, with total clarity, the brief in
terms of the needs of the customer. It describes the scope of the
requirement and may well act to recap and confirm what it was
agreed at a prior meeting that the proposal was intended to
cover.

It is easy to ask why this should be necessary. Surely the
customer knows what he or she wants? Indeed he or she has
perhaps just spent a considerable amount of time telling you
exactly that. But this statement is still important.

Its role is to make clear that you do have complete under-
standing of the situation. It emphasises the identity of views
between the two parties, and gives credibility to your later
suggestions by making clear that they are based firmly on the
real needs that exist. Without this it might be possible for the
customer to assume that you are suggesting what is best (or
perhaps most profitable) for you; or simply making a standard
suggestion.

This section is also key if the proposal is to be seen by people
who were not party to the original discussions; for them it may
be the first clear statement of this picture.

Again, this part should link naturally into the next section.

Recommendation or solution
This may well be the longest section and needs to be logically
arranged and divided (as do all the sections) to make it
manageable. Here you state what you feel meets the require-
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ments. This may be: standard, in the sense that it is a list of, for
example, recommended equipment and spares which are all
items drawn from published information such as a catalogue.
Or it may be bespoke, as with the approach a consultant might
set out to instigate a process of change or implement training.

In either case this section needs to be set out in a way that is
‘benefits-led’, spelling out the advantages and making clear
what the solution will mean to, or do for, the individual
customer as well as specifying the technical features. 

Remember, the sales job here is threefold: to explain, to do
so persuasively and also to differentiate. Never forget, when
putting together a proposal, that you may well be in competi-
tion and what you present will be compared with the offerings
of others.

A focus on the customer’s needs is usually the best way to
ensure the readers’ attention; nothing must be said that does
not have a clear customer relevance. One further emphasis is
particularly important here: individuality. It is very easy to
store standard documents on disk these days, and indeed it may
be possible to edit one proposal into a new version that does
genuinely suit a similar need elsewhere (but double, double
check that you have changed the customer’s name!). It must not
seem standardised though. This is sufficiently important to re-
emphasise: it must never seem standard in any sense.
Customers may well know that you must get many similar
requests, but will still appreciate clear signs that you have
prepared something tailored just for them.

Only when this section has been covered thoroughly should
you move on to costs. Only when the customer appreciates
exactly what value and benefits are being provided can price be
considered in context.

Costs
These must be stated clearly, not look disguised (though certain
techniques for presenting the figures are useful, eg amortising
costs see chapter 5.
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All the necessary detail must be there, including any items
that are:

■ options;
■ extras;
■ associated expenses.

These must be shown and made clear. I know of one company
that lost a contract when one of their executives met the
Managing Director of the customer at a railway station and it
was clear that all travel – which was agreed – was being billed
for First Class – which had neither been discussed or specified.

This no place for a treatise on pricing policy, but note
that:

■ price should be linked as closely as possible to benefits;
■ this section must establish or reinforce that you offer value

for money;
■ invoicing details and trading terms often need including,

and must always be clear; mistakes here tend to be expen-
sive. (In the UK remember to make clear whether price is
inclusive of VAT);

■ overseas, attention must be given to currency considera-
tions;

■ comparisons may need to be made with the competition;
■ range figures (necessary in some businesses) must be used

carefully (do not make the gap too wide and never go over
the upper range figure).

Look carefully at how you arrange this section. It is only real-
istic to assume that some readers will look at this before
reading anything else. Certainly for them there needs to be
sufficient explanation, cost justification and – above all – clear
benefits, linked in here. Just the bald figures can be very off-
putting.

Areas of detail
There are additional topics that may be necessary to deal with
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here, as mentioned above: timing, logistics, staffing etc. Some -
times these are best combined with costs as one section. Not if
there are too many, but for example, costs and timing go well
together, with perhaps one other separate, numbered, section
dealing with any final topics before moving on.

The principles here are similar to those for handling costs.
Matters such as timing must be made completely clear and all
possibilities of misunderstanding or omission avoided.

Summary or closing statement
The final section must act to round off the document and it has
a number of specific jobs to do. Its first, and perhaps most
important, task is to summarise. All the threads must be drawn
together and key aspects emphasised. This fulfils a number of
purposes:

■ It is a useful conclusion for all readers and should ensure
the proposal ends on a note that they can easily agree is an
effective summary. Because this is often the most difficult
part of the document to write, it is also a part that can
impress disproportionately. Readers know good sum -
marising is not easy and they respect the writer who
achieves it.

■ It is useful too in influencing others, around the decision
maker, who may study the summary but not go through the
whole proposal in detail.

■ It ensures the final word, and the final impres-
sion left with the reader, is about benefits and value for
money.

In addition, it can be useful to:

■ recap key points (as well as key benefits);
■ stress that the proposals are, in effect, the mutual conclu-

sions of both parties (if this is so);
■ link to action, action dates and points and people of

contact (though this could equally be dealt with in the
covering letter);
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■ invoke a sense of urgency (you will normally hope for
things to be tied down promptly, but ultimately must
respect the prospect’s timing).

Remember that this summary may have to work in concert
with the so-called ‘executive summary’, which is placed at the
start of the document to do much the same job.

Additions
The key thing here is appendices. It is important that proposals,
like any document, flow. The argument they present must
proceed logically and there must be no distractions from the
developing picture. Periodically, there is sometimes a need to go
into deep detail. Especially if this is technical, tedious or if it
involves numerous figures – however necessary the content
may be – it is better not to let such detail slow and interrupt the
flow of the argument. Such information can usefully be
referred to at the appropriate point, but with a note that the
‘chapter and verse’ is in an appendix. Be specific, saying
for example: ‘This detail will be found in Appendix 2: Costs
and timing, which appears on page 21’. This arrangement
can be used for a variety of elements: terms of reference,
contract details, worked examples, graphs and figures, tables
and so on.

Each of the major sections should be appropriately and, if
possible, interestingly titled and you may sensibly start each
main section on a new page, certainly with a proposal of any
length.

Language and layout are important throughout, and
comment about both appears in their respective chapters.

Checklist
Before writing a proposal, or to assist critique of one, ask your-
self:
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■ Has the appropriate format (letter or formal) been chosen?
■ Will it meet the needs of all involved (eg decision makers,

recommenders, influencers)?
■ Does the introduction include:

– something to generate early interest?
– appropriate reference back?
– a clear description of purpose?
– a clear, and individual, customer orientation?

■ Does the statement of need include:
– a clear picture of the prospect’s situation and needs?
– specific links between the prospect’s needs and recom-

mendations or suggestions to come?
– reference to the prospect’s decision criteria?

■ Do the recommendations or solution include:
– clear and specific recommendations (and sufficient

options if appropriate)?
– the relationship of recommendations to needs?
– a statement of how recommendations meet the buying

criteria?
– reference to benefits (and in the right proportion to

features)?
– evidence or proof to establish credibility?

■ Do price statements:
– link to benefits (tangible or not)?
– include everything that will affect cost?
– not appear other than straightforward?
– justify cost where necessary?
– present them as advantageously as possible (eg amor-

tising if appropriate)?
■ Does the closing statement:

– offer an impressive summary?
– tie up all loose ends?
– link specifically to action?

■ What about any final elements? Are all appendices, attach-
ments (eg brochures, fact sheets, exhibits) checked and
complete?

■ Is the covering letter really adding something to the total
message?
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Covering letters
Picking up the last question above, the quality of covering
letters is worth emphasising. Such a letter is important. It
should do more than just say ‘The proposal is enclosed’, yet
this is often all it does.

The covering letter is an opportunity. A good letter can:

■ exemplify and emphasise elements of the proposal (and
even repeat key points);

■ say something about the organisation and the people;
■ link to the circumstances (for example, stating that another

meeting is needed, showing how it can be useful and even
acting to help set it up);

■ enhance the appearance of the total package;
■ act, not least, as a courtesy.

An example will help make this clear, and also emphasises and
exemplifies the nature of persuasive writing compared with a
standardised and administratively oriented approach.

The following letter (on page 99) came after I had tele-
phoned a major hotel, enquiring about the possibility of
booking space for a training course. It is a simple example, but
came with a brochure and other details: a package very much
akin to a proposal and with more details of potential costs than
are in the letter.

The proposal element of this was a bound pack setting out
the full ‘facilities’ (what an unattractive word), with 36 sug -
gested menus, forms to complete specifying detailed require-
ments, and more.

Let us concentrate on the letter. It is not untypical of this
field. It sounds well intentioned, polite and it gives a little infor-
mation. 

Otherwise it is wholly awful. Ignoring the finer points (and
the punctuation), the following points come immediately to
mind (commenting down the page):
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■ I do not want to hear about their delight (of course, they
want my business), starting with something about me, my
needs and circumstances would be better.

■ I am not running a ‘meeting and luncheon’ – I explained it
was a training session – this is their terminology not mine
(and immediately shows the letter is standard).

■ The training session is not ‘some time in the future’, I
quoted a date.

■ Next they express more pleasure. I am more interested
in what receiving the brochure will do for me, rather
than in what sending it does for them (and yes, people
really do use the word perusal in writing, though it seems
very old fashioned and would not, I think, be used in
speech).

■ Also, although the room plan is useful, I do not see this as a
banquet and the phrase ‘banqueting brochure’ does not
seem right – it is their jargon not mine.

■ The section about costs begins ‘At this stage...’ which seems
to imply ‘later we might negotiate something different’
(even if they would, I am sure they did not mean to suggest
this); and are costs best described with the hope that they
‘meet with my approval’?

■ Offering to arrange a viewing is surely what most prospects
would want and should be set out as a firm offer, made
easy, and positioned as the natural way forward.

■ Talking about ‘queries’ implies fault (it would be better to
offer additional information).

■ The conclusion is weak and leaves the action with the
recipient.

One could go on. The overall impression is introspective, stan-
dard, formulistic and it added little or nothing to the simple
proposal sent; in fact it lessened it.

So, having been just somewhat critical I suppose I must
attempt to balance the picture. The letter can doubtless be
improved further, but I would certainly have seen something
like the letter on p100 as much more appropriate. The greatest
difference is the improved focus on the customer.

This starts with a statement with which surely all meeting
organisers would identify (it is designed to get them saying
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Sample letter

Dear Mr Forsyth

Following my telephone call with you yesterday, I was delighted
to hear of your interest in our hotel for a proposed meeting and
luncheon some time in the future.

I have pleasure in enclosing for your perusal our banqueting
brochure together with the room plan and, as you can see, some
of our rooms could prove ideal for your requirements.

At this stage, I would be more than happy to offer you our dele-
gate rate of… [so much]… to include the following: 

■ morning coffee with biscuits
■ 3-course luncheon with coffee
■ afternoon tea with biscuits
■ overhead projector and flipchart
■ pads and pencils
■ room hire
■ service and tax

and I trust this meets with your approval.

Should you at any time wish to visit our facilities and discuss
your requirements further, please do not hesitate to contact me
but, in the meantime, if you have any queries on the above, I
would be pleased to answer them.

Yours sincerely
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Sample letter: an alternative approach
Dear Mr Forsyth

Training seminar: venue arrangements to make your
meeting work well

Your training seminar would, I am sure, go well here. Let me
explain why. From how you described the event, you need a
business-like environment, no distractions, all the necessary
equipment and everything the venue does to run like clockwork.

Our XXX room is amongst a number regularly and successfully
used for this kind of meeting. It is currently available on the dates
you mentioned: 3–4 July. As an example, one package that suits
many organisers is:

■ morning tea/coffee and biscuits
■ 3-course lunch with tea/coffee
■ afternoon tea/coffee and biscuits
■ pads, pencils and name cards for each participant
■ room hire (including the use of an OHP and flipchart)

at a cost of xxx per head including service and tax.

Alternatively, you may wish to discuss other options; our main
concern is to meet your specific needs and get every detail just
right.

You will almost certainly want to see any room suggested;
perhaps I may telephone you to set up a convenient time for you
to come in and have a look. Meantime, our meetings brochure is
enclosed (you will see our XXX room on page 3). This, and the
room plan enclosed with our full proposals, will enable you to
begin to plan how your meeting would work here.

Thank you for thinking of us; I look forward to speaking to you
again soon.

Yours sincerely



‘That’s exactly what I want’ and feeling that the writer under-
stands their point of view). It is much more conversational and
has an altogether better ‘feel’. Interestingly, small changes make
a difference: for example, leave the word ‘just’ out of the
sentence after the list and it does not sound as appropriate. The
letter is important, and more so for more complex situations
and more elaborate proposals than the above. It will, if it is
interesting, likely be the first thing that is read. It sets the scene
for the rest of the message.

This aspect should never be handled just as a routine, admin-
istrative, matter. It does, or should do, a part of the persuasive
job that writing any sort of proposal entails. Miss out on
making the covering letter informative and impressive and you
risk diluting the whole case – perhaps significantly.

Assuming proposals arrive safely and are read, there is
another possibility that needs some thought.

The presentation of proposals
Some proposals are posted just like a letter; once in front of the
prospect they must do their work alone, though they may be
followed up in numerous ways, by letter, telephone etc (persis-
tence here can pay dividends).

Often though it is known that complex proposals, especially
those involving more than one person in the decision, will be
the subject of formal presentations. These can happen in two
main ways: the proposal is sent, then a presentation is made
later to those who have (or should have!) read the document;
or the presentation is made first, with the detailed proposal
being left as a permanent reminder of the presentation’s
content.

If such an arrangement is made in advance, then the proposal
needs to reflect what it is. For example, you may need more
detail in a proposal that has to stand on its own than one that
follows a presentation. It might sometimes be possible (with
the prospect’s agreement) to delay completing the proposal
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until after a presentation, allowing the inclusion of any final
elements stemming from any feedback arising during the
presentation meeting.

Certainly there should be a close parallel between the two
entities so that it is clear how anything being said at a presenta-
tion relates to the proposal. Rarely will any of the proposal be
read out verbatim. What is usually most important is addi-
tional explanation, examples and exemplification of what has
been written.

It may cause confusion if, say, a proposal with eight main
headings is discussed at a meeting with nine or ten items being
run through (certainly without explanation). It is helpful to the
proposer if the job of preparing the proposal and the presenta-
tion overlap and are kept close. 

A final idea here may be useful: more than one company I
know print out – for themselves – a ‘presentation copy’ of the
proposal in a larger format or type size. This enables it to be
easily read by someone standing in presentation style at a
meeting. It also gives additional space to annotate the docu-
ment with any additional notes that will help guide the presen-
tation along precisely.

Earn attention
The secret of a good proposal is in attention to detail and
care in preparation (leaving the obvious necessity of meet-
ing customer needs in terms of the message on one side). As a
final comment I cannot resist referring to the Video Arts
training film The Proposal (which I can certainly highly recom-
mend). 

The film shows a salesman struggling to complete a pro -
posal. He daydreams of the rapturous reception withwhich the
buyer will greet the arrival of his deathless prose and the
certainty of an order to follow. But the voice-over
interrupts – ‘but it’s not like that is it?’ – and his vision changes
to a less rosy image. This time when the proposal is delivered,
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we see the buyer (John Cleese) sitting at his desk, a picture of
hungover misery. He is slowly dropping Alka-Seltzer tablets
into a glass and wincing at the fizzing noise they make.

There can be few better images to have in mind when you sit
down to write a proposal. If you aim to make your next one
combat that sort of barrier, you will have to think carefully
about it and invest it with some power.

Key points
■ Always remember that reports and proposals are distinct from

each other.
■ Make sure a proposal reflects the identified need of the

prospect/customer.
■ Do not be introspective; the job is to persuade and this necessi-

tates a customer focus.
■ A proposal very likely must set you apart from competition as

well as say that what you offer is good.
■ Always link the proposal tightly to subsequent action.
■ Do not just write a proposal well, package and present it well

too.
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The contribution of
presentation

The way a report or proposal looks is important. It influences a
number of things, ranging from whether it is read, and how
carefully it is read, to the frame of mind in which it is read. It
should be said at once that prevailing presentational standards
have increased dramatically in this respect in recent years.
Modern equipment, computers, laser printers and so on, mean
that very professional results are possible for even the smallest
company. If you want something printed in colour, if you want
a table turned into a graph of some sort, then both these things
and more can be achieved at the touch of a button. Even if
there is a learning curve involved, most people are gradually
getting more and more able to use the sorts of abilities modern
equipment makes possible – even if the technology moves
ahead as you watch, and makes it a continuing task.

Whatever the level of complexity you need, however, you
should be aware that those that are going to be on the receiving
end of your writing doubtless receive other documents on a
regular basis. If the standard of those is high, and it is likely to
be, then yours must look as good, or better.

Again there is no one magic formula for success, rather a
number of different things to keep in mind and a number of
devices from which to select. All are concerned primarily with

7



enhancing clarity or producing appropriate emphasis. This
chapter therefore reviews a range of overall presentational
factors. There is no suggestion here, incidentally, that every
report or proposal should incorporate all of these. Indeed, such
devices should not be overused or the net effect can become
messy, and useful emphasis can then turn into something that
appears strident and inappropriate. 

There are four main areas requiring attention here: the
graphics and layout of the page; the use of exhibits (like graphs
or charts); options that suit certain circumstances (like appen-
dices); and the overall packaging (binding etc) of the document.

How the pages look
The first thing to be mentioned here is, in fact, nothing. 

The white space of the page is as important as what is on it.
If text is densely packed, it seems to have no space to breathe,
one thing runs into the next and any intended emphasis is
diluted or lost. In addition, it simply looks off-putting and will
seem, and be, harder to read.

So the first rule of layout is to space things out. In a long
report especially, all the spaces between headings and sections,
and even between paragraphs, need to be sufficient to give the
right look. Margins should not be set too tight. Remember that
many recipients of these documents tend to annotate them.
What looks neat and tidy on arrival, may look a real mess
when someone has been through it to prepare for a meeting,
say. Assume this will be done and leave enough space for it to
be done conveniently.

Now we look, in turn, at a number of different aspects of
what is on the pages and how it is arranged.

Page layout
The specimen page (shown on page 106) illustrates just a few
of the ways of laying out a document. These days many such
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SPECIMEN PAGE

1. INTRODUCTION
This page is presented to give some examples of the many possibilities
available. As it needs some text, it highlights some of the key elements
that layout can incorporate. These are referred to in more detail in the
text.

2. KEY ELEMENTS
Headings need to stand out. It makes it easier to scan a page and pick
out specific items or topics. In addition, bullet points are useful to high-
light subheadings, used here to flag other ways of creating graphic
emphasis:

■ bold type: text in bold type stands out even in the middle of
a line; this is not only for headings.

■ CAPITAL LETTERS are also useful.

Alternatively, lists can be made easier to read simply by putting each
item on a new line, perhaps started by a dash or short rule:

– this differentiates points from the main text
– it also groups items that naturally sit together

so that such a list could say: ‘There are three key factors here…’ and
number them:

i) first, there is…
ii) secondly, there is…
iii) and so on.

Dividing a section
Sometimes if the main numbered headings are too long they need to be
subdivided. This is easily done with subheadings such as the one
preceding this paragraph. Other factors can act in a similar way.

For example, a key sentence may be indented like this, this
stands out at once;  bold type reinforces the effect.

Shown here sandwiched between lines of routine text, the effect is very
clear *.

3. FINALLY
Just to complete, and fill, this page it should be noted that the example
given relates to overall layout, and it is not usually appropriate to have
so many different devices as there are on this page in such a short
space. The effect, if these elements are overdone, can become messy.

* This could also be in, say, italics. (Footnotes can be useful.)



formats can be called up as integral parts of a word processing
system; the permutations are numerous. It is also easy to
modify such standard offerings, or indeed to create new
formats, so you should be sure you select something that is just
right for your purpose.

Typeface
The options here are again many. It may be useful to chop and
change in various ways, but using too many typefaces in any
one document quickly makes it untidy.

Most organisations adopt a standard layout (or layouts)
and this is something that is designed, not least, to blend in
well with the style of their letterheads and reflect corporate
image and style. A consistent look is sensible if a number of
items are all going to end up in the same place, say in a
customer’s file.

Type size
This can be varied to a greater extent than typefaces. Larger
and smaller sizes may be usefully picked to do particular jobs,
for example:

larger for title pages or headings

smaller for footnotes or asides of lesser importance.

Graphic emphasis
There are a number of ways to make a part of the text stand
out, or, for that matter push other parts into the background
(some of these link to the page layout examples and the refer-
ence numbers on them link in here):
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■ CAPITAL LETTERS;
■ bold type (which can be used to highlight a word or

sentence in the text, as well as for headings: see
specimen page);

■ italics;
■ underlining;
■ indenting. Indenting is often used with bullet points, and as

well as the ‘standard bullet’ there are several designs: one to
match every style of document.

None of these devices are mutually exclusive, something can be
in BOLD CAPITALS, in UNDERLINED CAPITALS (or both)
or whatever other permutation suits and does the job.

Numbering
It is important for readers to be able to find their way easily
around a document. Not just through it, but back and forth if
they want to locate a particular item.

Pages should always be numbered, probably headings too.
Subheadings can be numbered also, of course, though the use
of bullet points may reduce the need for some of this. Formal
numbering can also be used thus: 

1. for main headings
1.1, 1.2, 1.3 etc for subheadings, or even for paragraphs. (This
is not suitable for everything as it appears formal and has a
touch of the old style civil service about it.)

There are a number (sic) of ways of numbering as well as 1., 2.,
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Another device is the boxed paragraph. This is useful for asides,
something that is not so dependent on the sequence involved,
summaries – or whatever needs a higher degree of separation.
The boxed paragraphs in this series, and in this book, are typical
examples.



3. These include i), ii), iii); a), b), c); A, B, C; thus it is possible
to have a hierarchy of numbered points without instigating any
confusion. Always check carefully and be consistent in the way
you do this. Also double-check that when you say something
such as – There are three key points here – you do stop at three.
This is easily missed as your thoughts run on (if you spot an
example in this book let me know!).

The rule here is that complexity dictates practice. If
something is long and complicated then the numbering will
have to be extra clear. This is also important if you know a lot
of discussion will be held while referring to the document.

New pages
You may elect to have each main heading starting on a new
page (or not, it can look odd and wasteful if this results in too
many white spaces).
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A firm of architects habitually produced proposals with many –
and impressive – illustrations, something by no means unique to
this sector of business.

In order to make them even more impressive the architects
doubled the size of their whole proposal document (up from A4).
They then checked the response to this with some simple research
and found that prospects and clients did not appreciate their
carefully prepared documents. Why not? For the simple reason
that they no longer fitted in a conventional filing system. This
meant they caused problems and, for all their visual excellence,
were too often seen as inconvenient or even a nuisance.

The moral: creativity always needs to come second to clarity and
convenience – for the customer. In this case the proposers
reverted to the original format.



The exhibits
Because not everything can be expressed best in words, a
number of devices are available to create greater clarity. Some
of these, like bar charts, are concerned with projecting num-
bers and financial information, which was dealt with in
Chapter 5. The following range across the kind of things that
can be used.

Project timetables
A device to help people visualise the timescale of projects with
multiple and overlapping stages.

A device to help people visualise the timescale of projects with
multiple and overlapping stages.
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Flowchart
This is more complex, or rather it is for expressing a more
complex picture. Best to express interrelationships.

Organisational charts

These may represent the whole organisation, or simply a
project team. It usually describes a hierarchy, but this need not
be people.

Pictures
Pictures are not appropriate everywhere, but if there is a role
for them then they can work well. They are best with captions,
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and should be positioned accurately to fit in appropriately with
the sense of the text.

All of these devices benefit by being kept as simple as
possible. Two exhibits of some sort often work better than one
over-elaborate one. Using more than one colour can add clarity
(even if other pages of a report are black and white) and is
increasingly being used as printer costs come down and quality
goes up. Remember, however, that simply adding a second
colour will not in any way compensate for a lack of substance
in the written message.

Sometimes there is a compromise here between ‘perfection’
and the additional time taken to produce exhibits of this sort. If
clarity is at risk without them, do take the time; it might make
all the difference to the result.

Other options for inclusion
Appendices were mentioned in the chapter on proposals. I will
not repeat what was said there, except to say that the key role
of such items is to keep long detailed items separate from the
main flow of the content. The more technical and the more
detailed such items are, the more important it is to separate
them from the main text.

Whatever they are and however many of them there may be,
they must be as well presented as the rest of the document.
Indeed if they are adding fine detail, then they may need partic-
ular attention. Not only typed and printed material may be
appended in this way. Additional material, everything from
photocopies of press clippings to technical literature and
brochures, can entirely legitimately be included. The only
criteria is that the recipient will see it as necessary and suitable
in whatever form it is added. 

Certain documents need an index. This is not so common as
the need to include a title page and/or contents page (both
mentioned with reference to proposals). The key point to be
sure of is that readers will never be flicking to and fro through
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the pages, wondering why there is not more guidance as to how
to find particular items.

Overall packaging
Reports and proposals cannot be sent as an unattached bundle
of loose papers. How they are secured affects their presenta-
tion, therefore the method chosen is dictated by the need to
impress the reader. Convenience is also a factor, and many
people favour binding systems that allow the report to be
opened and lie flat unaided.

There are several options:

■ A simple report sent to colleagues may only need a staple in
the top left hand corner.

■ The report can be clipped into a standard report cover or
ring binder (one option here is to have a transparent plastic
cover that allows the top sheet to be on letterhead or for a
smart title page to show through). There are many different
types of fastening systems.

■ The report can be bound using something like a plastic or
wire spine with a cover that can be personalised to identify
the organisation, department or sender.

There are many options here, so it is partly a matter of taste.
However, do not go on using an aged and unsuitable binding
machine just because it is there. Select something suitable –
maybe you need several different methods depending on the
recipient – and finish the whole job off well. One or two small
final points: if the report is going in the mail, select a smart
envelope if you want it to impress. Certainly select something
that will get it to its destination in good condition. Do not
forget to weigh a heavy document. If you guess the amount and
end up with your best customer paying the excess charge, it
will not put them in the best mood to read whatever you have
sent. Think also about the urgency of it – should it go in the
post or by courier or some sort of express dispatch service?
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If your next important document arrives on time and looking
good that is one hurdle over. Beyond that it must earn a
reading; and then reward it.

Key points
■ Make sure the page layout is appropriate to the purpose and the

reader.
■ Make sure the detail of the layout provides clear signposting to

content.
■ Use graphic devices to ensure precise emphasis is where you

want it.
■ Create suitable illustrations (graphs, charts etc) to assist explana-

tion.
■ Keep detailed matters separate (eg in an appendix) to maintain

the flow.
■ Package the whole thing for convenience and to give the right

impression.
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Afterword

What is written without effort is in general read
without pleasure

Samuel Johnson

Business writing and the most complex form of it, writing
reports and proposals, is not something most people who work
in organisations can avoid. It goes with the territory, as they
say. Given that it must be done, there are only really two
options. The first is to do it well, in which case you will make
what you write have the greatest likelihood of achieving what
you want. 

The second is to muddle through, regarding it as a chore,
getting by, and perhaps missing the opportunities the process
presents. It some ways the second option seems almost attrac-
tive. Some people persuade themselves that the effort of doing
otherwise is not worthwhile or is too time consuming. Some
remain convinced they cannot change what they regard as a
‘fixed’ style. But for most a little thought quickly shows that
the second is not really an option at all.

There is regularly too much hanging on the job that reports
and proposals must do to treat them other than seriously. If
results are not to suffer and if your profile, and prospects, as
the writer are to be as you wish, writing good reports and
proposals is something that demands attention.



It does not just happen, of course, and is easy to understate
or underestimate (I have seen it said that writing is easy, all you
need to do is think of all the words you know and put some of
them down in the right order). It certainly requires some effort,
especially if you feel set in your ways. But all the factors that
make for success are essentially common sense. Preparation is
key. A sound, logical structure creates a core that carries the
content and begins to make it clear and attractive. Language
matters too. If you have clear objectives and say what you
mean, succinctly, and build in appropriate description and
style, people are more likely to want to read.

Bearing these principles in mind, any necessary new habits
can quickly build up to replace old ones. You will find that
with some consideration and practice you will write more
easily, more certainly, and in a way that is well matched to your
purpose and to your intended readers. This, in turn, will make
it more likely that you will achieve your objectives. Even the
best writing will not rescue a poor case, but it will strengthen
whatever case you put over, making it more likely to be
studied, considered and acted on in the way you intend.

With practice you will also find that such writing takes less
time. Good preparation particularly can remove the need for
elaborate rewriting and editing on material that should have
been closer to its aim in the first place, if only it had been given
more thought. If writing can be achieved promptly, it becomes
less of a chore and this may itself act to allow you to think
about it in the right way.

After all, there is a certain pleasure in finding what you
consider just the right phrase to make a point; more in finding
it has worked and been well received. Professional writers, no
doubt, suffer as much as anyone in trying to get down what
they want in a way they are happy with. But they also report it
to be a satisfying process, even if this is with hindsight: one
writer, Michael Kanin, is quoted as saying ‘I don’t like to write,
but I love to have written’.

So the next document you have to write presents a particular
opportunity. Having read this book, you will know something
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of the factors that help create good business writing. Whatever
your current style and standard, there may be new things you
can try, old things you can aim to change and improve.

Two things in conclusion: first some reminders (see box),
then ...

I will give the last word to an especially prolific author, Isaac
Asimov (who wrote nearly 500 books, mainly science and
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Some writing rules
Various versions of the following rules may be seen posted on
office walls. All twist the language to make a point in an amusing
way and thus help make the rule memorable.

■ Don’t abbrev things inappropriately.
■ Check to see if you any words out.
■ Be careful to use adjectives and adverbs correct.
■ About sentences fragments.
■ Don’t use no double negatives.
■ Just between you and I, case is important.
■ Join clauses good, like a conjunction should.
■ Don’t use commas, that aren’t necessary.
■ Its important to use apostrophe’s right.
■ It’s better not to unnecessarily split infinitives.
■ Only Proper Nouns should be capitalised. also a sentence

should begin with a capital and end with a full stop
■ Use hyphens in compound-words, not just in any two-word

phrase.
■ In letters reports and things like that we use commas to keep

a string of items apart.
■ Watch out for irregular verbs that have creeped into your

language.
■ Verbs has to agree with their subjects.
■ A writer mustn’t change your point of view.
■ A preposition isn’t a good thing to end a sentence with.
■ Avoid clichés like the plague.



science fiction). Asked what he would do if told he only had six
months to live, he answered simply: ‘Type faster’. Clearly he
was someone who enjoyed writing. But his reply is also a good
example of the power of language. Think how much his
response says about the man and his attitude to life, his work
and his readers; and in just two words.
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