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Enhancing Business Writing Skills 

Your professional image at stake
The professionalism of practitioners in the accounting, investment, secretarial and related services sectors becomes distinctly exposed in the quality of documentation they present to their clients.

Poor spelling, grammar, vocabulary, logic, structure and layout in a business document can easily cast doubt in the mind of the recipient about the writer’s expertise on the subject matter covered in the document. Deficient writing skills can lead to misunderstanding with grave consequences for the author and/or reader.
Regrettably, the standard of written communications has been deteriorating internationally during the past few decades. In South Africa the problem is even more pronounced as only a relatively small percentage of our population has English – the global business language – as their mother tongue.

Safeguarding your image through skills development

As part of its lifelong learning programme Fasset presented a two-day writing skills programme throughout South Africa during September and October. Facilitated by experienced communication skills tutors – themselves coming from a professional practice background – the course dealt with crucial aspects of planning, composing and editing business documentation. Presentations were augmented by group exercises. Topics included:
Planning and constructing documents

The greater the value-add of a proposal, agreement, report; etc. the more planning it requires. Delegates learned to ask critical questions about the document’s purpose and scope; the information needs of the various audiences; sources and methods of obtaining information; analysing and interpreting the information; drawing logical conclusions and presenting recommendations.

Getting out of the starting blocks
Mind mapping has become a popular brainstorming method. It was explained that a detailed mind map translates into the basic content of a draft report. It will help to remedy the so called “writers block.” 
The key to success for ensuring that a business document conveys the appropriate information is to put yourself in the shoes of the reader and ask:  “what does that person need to know/do?” Delegates were provided with an example of a report layout as a guide to present information in a logical format. 
Avoiding common errors in business writing 
The correct use of the English language presents many challenges even to those who have English as their mother tongue and to seasoned writers. The facilitator discussed the correct use of tenses, highlighted commonly made errors, warned against the use of “useless”, “negative”, “big” and “redundant” words and outmoded phrases. A humorous case study illustrated the need for avoiding ambiguity and pomposity.
The need for accuracy, brevity and clarity – the ABC of business writing – and adopting correct tone and style was emphasised.

Writing specific documents
This session focused on the practical writing of memos, letters, e-mails and minutes. It dealt with the proper layout of letters and examples were provided for several types of routine correspondence. E-mail etiquette came under scrutiny.
Reports and proposals underpin transactions in the financial world. Delegates were exposed to frameworks for internal, investigative and persuasive reports and proposals. Requirements for presenting financial and statistical information were highlighted. The facilitator dealt with précis writing and how that technique forms the basis for compiling an executive summary.

The arsenal of a business writer is incomplete when the skills for producing a professional set of minutes are lacking. Invariably the question is asked, “how much detail should the minutes contain?” This issue and other problem areas were debated with the conclusion that a set of minutes is as good as the planning done and documentation circulated, prior to the meeting. The meeting secretary’s working relationship with the chairperson and the degree of discipline the chairperson manages to exercise during the meeting are additional determinants of a smart set of minutes.
Analysing and editing your own documents

The sigh of relief for having completed your writing assignment is often premature! A well conceived document is often marred by spelling mistakes, poor grammar, lack of punctuation, shoddy layout and inconsistent style.
The facilitator presented several checklists as guides to check spelling and grammar; evaluate accuracy, format, language, presentation and layout and determine whether the purpose of the document has in fact been achieved.

Implementation of learning
Delegates were encouraged to put their newly acquired and updated skills into practice at the very next writing assignment. The extensive training manual would serve as a comprehensive guide, as would references provided in the literature point them to practical resources available.
Good writing skills are acquired through practice and its development is a lifelong process. Reading is a great skill booster, particularly when the subject matter is related to one’s occupation. Budding writers should be encouraged by their mentors while at the early development stage. Aspirant writers should therefore not hesitate to submit their writing to their peers and superiors with the request that they critically evaluate the document and suggest improvements.

Delegates left the course with the realisation that good writing skills are indispensable for delivering superior customer service in the intellectual skills market. The possession of such skills would play an important role in advancing their careers. Proficient writers are in high demand in virtually any work environment. 
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