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THE POWER OF WORDS

In South Africa, there are over 4.7 million people who are completely 
illiterate as they have never had a day’s school in their lives. A fur-
ther 4.9 million are semiliterate to the point that the written word has 
no benefit to their quality of life. That means 9.6 million people are   
technically illiterate in South Africa – nearly 20% of the population.

Literacy plays a vital role in the growth and development of any     
nation, and research has shown that the higher the rate of literacy, 
the better the potential to succeed.

A high level of literacy can reduce poverty and crime, contribute to 
economic growth, and improve the quality of life of people.

People who write well do well

It’s no coincidence that people who write well do well. Writing well is 
one of the best ways to advance your career, no matter what it might 
be.

If you can’t write well – if you can’t get your point across in a clear, 
concise and organised way – you have no choice but to spray and 
pray. Write with bad grammar, bad spelling and bad punctuation 
and no one is going to take you seriously.

Always take the time to write as well as you can

Good writing reflects you as well as your company. Write a sloppy 
email and you come across as a sloppy thinker.

By following a few simple rules you can dramatically improve your 
writing. And, with practice, it can set you on the path to being a 
much better writer. 

Every writer can get better, and no writer is perfect. No matter what 
level of writer you are, here are a few secrets that can help you:

2



The secrets of good writing

1. “The secret of good writing is to strip every sentence to its     
cleanest components – every word that serves no function, every 
long word that could be a short word, every adverb that carries    
the same meaning that's already in the verb, every passive          
construction that leaves the reader unsure of who is doing what – 
these are the thousand and one adulterants that weaken the 
strength of a sentence.” – William Zinsser

2. “The best writing is rewriting.” – E.B. White

3. “The secret of good writing is to be concise, clear, and pointed, 
and not to think about your style at all.” – Robert Southey

4. “The great secret of writing well is to know thoroughly what one 
writes about, and not to be affected.” – Alexander Pope

5. “The secret of good writing is to say an old thing in a new way or 
a new thing in an old way.” – Richard Harding Davis

6. “The ear is the only true writer and the only true reader.”                
– Robert Frost

7. “If you can’t write clearly, you probably don’t think nearly as well 
as you think you do.” – Kurt Vonnegut

8. “Nobody told all the new computer writers that the essence of  
writing is rewriting. Just because they are writing fluently doesn’t 
mean they are writing well.” – William Zinsser

9. “The only way I can get anything written at all is to write really, 
really terrible first drafts.” – Anne Lamott

10. “If it sounds like writing, I rewrite it.” – Elmore Leonard

3





HOW TO CONQUER FEAR OF WRITING

Fear of writing gets planted in schoolchildren at an early age. We’re 
led to believe that writing is a special language owned by the      
English teacher, available only to the few who have ‘a gift for words’.

But writing isn’t a skill that some are born with and others aren’t.   
Writing is simply talking to someone else on paper.

Anybody who can think clearly, can write clearly – about any subject 
at all. 

10 writing myths

There are lots of ways to overcome your fear of writing. But a good 
place to start is to recognise false ideas that can hold you back:

1. Good writers are fast writers – the best writers in the world will 
tell you that this just isn’t true. Slow down, take your time, make it 
matter.

2. Good writers get it right on first draft – nothing could be further 
from the truth. They draft, rewrite, revise, edit and sweat over their 
writing.

3. Good writers don’t need to edit – just the opposite. Good        
editing improves the clarity and forcefulness of your writing. It’s 
where the real work of writing happens.

4. Good writers know what they want to say, word for word – 
they don’t. They develop their ideas as they write, and are open to 
changing their minds.

5. Good writers use long words – big words muddy your argu-
ment. Don’t hide behind fancy words. Use plain, simple English.

6. Good writers write long emails, documents and papers –     
the shorter it is the better chance it has of being read. Readers      
appreciate not having their time wasted.

7. Good writing is built one sentence at a time – it’s not. It’s written 
first as chunks of ideas and revised later.

8. Good writers work alone – most business writers work in busy 
offices with frequent input from their coworkers and peers. Sharing 
ideas, asking questions, and revising their writing.

9. Good writing means grammar, spelling and punctuation – 
that’s the shine on the text. Polishing should be done on your final 
draft.

10. Good writers are born that way – stop telling yourself you’re 
not good enough or that you don’t have what it takes. Everyone can 
be a good writer with a little practice. 

If you still have lingering fears of writing, just remember – there’s no 
such thing as good writing, there’s only good editing.

Just get it down – you can always make it better later
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THREE STEPS TO WRITING WELL

Often when people write, they are afraid of making mistakes and so 
they edit themselves word by word, inhibiting the natural flow of 
ideas and sentences. 

But professional writers know that writing is a process consisting of 
numerous drafts, rewrites, deletions and revisions. 

Rarely does a writer produce a perfect manuscript on the first try. 
The task ideally should be divided into three steps: writing, rewriting, 
and polishing.

1. Writing – most professional writers go through a minimum of three 
drafts. The first is this initial ‘go with the flow’ draft where the words 
come tumbling out. 

When you sit down to write, let the words flow freely. Don’t worry 
about style, syntax, punctuation, or typos – just write. You can        
always go back and fix it later. 

By letting it all out, you build momentum and overcome inhibitions 
that block your ability to write and think. 

2. Rewriting – in the second draft, the rewriting step, you take a  
critical look at what you’ve written. You edit for organisation, logic, 
content, and persuasiveness. 

Using your computer, you add, delete, and rearrange paragraphs. 
You rewrite jumbled passages to make them clear. 

3. Polishing – in the third draft, you give your prose a final polishing 
by editing for style, syntax, spelling, and punctuation. 

This is the step where you worry about things like consistency in 
numbers, units of measure, equations, symbols, abbreviations and 
capitalisation.
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ALWAYS TAKE TIME TO WRITE AS WELL AS YOU CAN

Make your emails clear and your recommendations as persuasive 
as you can.

It’s no excuse to say there wasn’t enough time to write a better 
email. Good writing saves time – the time of everyone who must 
read, comprehend and act on what you have written.

Emails, texts and instant messages

Informal correspondence is a large part of written work. There are no 
rules for the casual email, but you should follow the principles of 
good writing and good manners:

• Answer any questions quickly and directly – if you’re               
responding to an email, be responsive.

• Put yourself in your reader’s shoes – what would you want to 
get out of the email?

• Be simple and friendly – a good email is personal. Avoid stilted 
‘business’ English.
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10 secrets of effective writing

1. Talk to your reader – pretend the person who’ll read your email  
is sitting across from you, or that you’re on the phone with him.      
Be informal. Relax.

2. Be human and personal – write as you talk. Don’t hide behind  
impersonal ‘business’ language.

3. Be honest – don’t cover up, or select only facts that support your 
argument. Admit mistakes.

4. Use facts with restraint – make sure your information is         
complete, but don’t bore people to death. Remove all unnecessary 
details.

5. Be clear – when you’ve said something, make sure you have   
said it. The chances of your having said it are only fair. It’s not 
enough to write so you can be understood. Write so you can’t be  
misunderstood.

6. Be concise – emails should’t be so long that they discourage the 
reader. Keep to the point. Don’t waffle.

7. Don’t overuse abbreviations – they may be confusing and, to 
some readers, undecipherable code. Always spell out the full name 
and bracket the abbreviation when first used. Like this:

          Standard Bank Corporate and Investment Banking (CIB)

8. Don’t be superficial – don’t make things up. 

9. Make it perfect – no spelling mistakes, no typos, no factual       
errors. If your details are incorrect, your thinking is subject to      
question.

10. Edit – good writing requires rewriting. Never send your first draft. 
Look for holes in your argument. Check your facts – and your logic. 
Edit yourself ruthlessly.
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HOW TO WRITE EFFECTIVELY

In business we spend much of our time reading or writing. But no 
matter how experienced we are, few of us can write even half a 
page without agonising over how best to put our points across.

The key to effective writing is to keep it simple. Make it readable and 
you’ll find your message is understood first time. 

Think about who your intended reader is and what it is that you are 
trying to say. Don’t use language that’ll make your reader work       
unnecessarily hard to understand your message. It’s not your        
opportunity to demonstrate your extensive vocabulary nor is it a 
chance to show off your great literary talent.

Clear writing reflects clear thinking

Writing is not usually something that we do for ourselves; it’s nearly 
always aimed at creating a response in a reader. Some writers see 
writing as an opportunity to impress, showing how intellectual they 
can be and how expansive their vocabulary is, often at the expense 
of their readers’ understanding. A simple direct message that’s clear 
and to the point is easy for all to understand.

Effective writing is largely about simplicity of expression, accurate 
content and brief style.

The aim of writing

Always aim to be accurate and brief and to make your message 
clear. Structure your documents logically, and strive for effective, 
relevant and persuasive content. Use active rather than passive    
language: 

      A hit B describes the event more concisely than B was hit by A

You must have structure

Structure is the way you put your writing together – its arrangement. 
It acts a general plan.

When you’ve several points to make, decide what they are and in 
what order they should be. Make a list of brief and explicit points 
and number them in logical order. These can also provide you with 
headings.

Once you’re satisfied with your structure and headings then the    
battle for effective writing is already part won.

Remember that a poorly laid-out document suggests that the writer 
is disorganised and hasn’t thought sufficiently about the purpose.    
It also suggests that the message contained in the document has 
not been properly thought through.
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Don’t worry about style

When writing business English, it’s important to keep your reader 
firmly in mind. Don’t be stuffy. 

Use the language of everyday speech, not that of lawyers or          
bureaucrats. Pomposity and long-windedness tend to obscure   
meaning, or reveal the lack of it – strip them away in favour of     
plain words.

Write the way you speak. Talk to your reader. Pretend the person 
who’ll read your document is sitting across from you, or that you’re 
on the phone with him. Be informal. Relax.

Use plain language

Don't muddy your argument with corporate mumbo-jumbo. Be     
concise. Use short, simple words.

Plain language is all about being clear. It's communication that your 
reader can quickly and easily understand the first time they read it.  
It avoids verbose, convoluted language and jargon, and helps your 
reader act upon what they are reading.

By focusing on the reader and using simple words and short        
sentences, plain language writing reaches more people.

In short, plain language is a good writing style.

Use short sentences and short paragraphs

They are easier to read. 

Your objective when writing effectively is to make it easy for your 
reader to get your message. Poor writing often results from            
sentences being too long. Keep your sentences shorter than 15-20 
words. Break long sentences into 2-3 smaller ones.

Paragraphs provide structure to your writing. The end of a            
paragraph gives a pause and lets your writing breath. Group         
sentences into paragraphs that all relate to the same idea, and      
be clear what your idea is.

Make it readable

Remember that the more technical or complicated something is to 
explain, the more simple your writing needs to be.

‘Readability’ is the term used to describe how difficult something is 
to read. It might surprise you that in South Africa the level for most 
appropriate business writing is between grade 7 and 11. 

Keep it simple. You might then have a fair chance of being              
understood.
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MASTER THE EMAIL AND YOU’LL MASTER WRITING

Emails reflect you as well as your company. Write a sloppy email 
and you come across as a sloppy thinker.

By following a few simple rules you can dramatically improve your 
emails. And, with practice, it can set you on the path to being a 
much better writer.

Use double line spacing

Double line spacing lets your copy breath.

It says read me.

I‘m not hard work.

It also helps you clarify your thoughts.

It stops you from writing long rambling sentences and paragraphs.

And makes your email shorter, more concise and more informative.

Write in a headline style

When you write sentences write them as you would a headline. 

Telegraph your message to your reader.

If you have a lot to say in an email, make notes first.

You can make a list of bullet points and then put them all together.

Always edit.

You’ll find all great writers were good editors of their own work.

Write in clear, simple English

Don’t write business emails in a stuffy business tone. Write in plain 
English.

Use short words, short sentences and short paragraphs.

They best way to write, is as you speak.

Read your email out loud.

You’ll find if it doesn’t sound right, it usually isn’t right.

Speaking with one voice

Imagine if you were in a choir and everyone was singing from a      
different hymn sheet.

That’s what most companies are doing when everyone writes in     
different styles and tones.

Have a consistent style and tone across a company, and you’ll have 
a much stronger voice and a much stronger company.
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THE SECRET OF GOOD WRITING

Most people think good writing flows easily and effortlessly on first 
draft. Nothing could be further from the truth.

"There is no such thing as good writing.                                           
There is only good rewriting.” – Harry Shaw

More than just proofreading, good editing improves the clarity and 
forcefulness of your writing. It’s where the real work of writing       
happens.

Here are some tips to help you improve your editing:

1. Read out it loud – if it doesn’t sound right, it usually isn’t right.

2. Sleep on it – if it’s an important document wait at least a night       
before you edit. 

3. Don’t add, cut – concise writing is more powerful and easier to 
read.

4. Be harsh — if a word or phrase doesn’t add value to what you 
are saying, get rid of it.

5. Use plain, simple English – inexperienced writers use              
pretentious words and jargon, it excludes readers. 

6. Say it clearly first time – don’t waffle. Throw out all unnecessary 
redundancies you don’t need.  

7. Kill unsightly adverbs – they usually serve only to pad out a 
statement that doesn’t need padding. 

With padding: He ran quickly       
Without padding: He ran 

8. Avoid passive sentences – it makes for weak, unconvincing       
writing. 

Passive: Mistakes were made          
Active: I made a mistake

9. Make it easy to read – write for the eye as well as the mind.   
Number major points, use white space and keep paragraphs short.

10. Rewrite – good editing, like good writing is an art. It takes time 
and practice to develop a real talent for editing, but the end result is 
worth it — your writing will be more alive, more effective, and         
ultimately more likely to be read. 
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20 TIPS FOR BETTER BUSINESS WRITING   

If you can’t write well – if you can’t get your point across in a clear, 
concise and organised way – you have no choice but to spray and 
pray.

Write with bad grammar, bad spelling and bad punctuation and no 
one is going to take you seriously.

Every writer can get better, and no writer is perfect. No matter what 
level of writer you are, here are a few tips that can help you:

1. Use simple, clear, precise language – never use a long word 
where a short one will do. 

2. Edit yourself ruthlessly – if you don't need a word, cut it.

3. Be concise – remove everything but the essential. A short        
sentence is better than a long one, and a clear word is better than 
being fuzzy. Compact is powerful.

4. Write in plain English – never use jargon, a foreign phrase or a 
scientific word if you can think of an everyday English equivalent.   
Using jargon is lazy, and it clouds the message you're trying to      
deliver. Using foreign language makes you look like a showoff.

5. Stay active – never use a passive verb where you can use an   
active verb instead. Active verbs energise your writing. Instead of 
writing, “The meeting was led by Tom,” write, “Tom led the meeting.”

6. Curb your enthusiasm – avoid overusing exclamation marks. 
Use professional sign-offs like “Best” or “Regards" instead of     
something over familiar like “Cheers” “Laters” or “Ciao.”

7. Limit your use of adverbs – use a strong verb instead of a weak 
verb and an adverb. Instead of writing, “Sales grew quickly,” try 
“Sales accelerated.”

8. Be conversational – don’t write in stuffy business English. Write 
the way you talk. Even better read it out loud. You’ll find that if it 
doesn’t sound right, it usually isn’t right.

9. Choose pronouns wisely – don’t be afraid to use “me.” Don’t 
write, “Send the memo to Bob and myself,” it sounds too formal and 
self important. Write, “Send the memo to me,” or “to me and Bob.”

10. Start and end strong – the most important parts of your writing 
are the beginning and end. If you don’t hook your reader at the start, 
they won’t read the rest.

11. Get feedback – get someone to read over your writing,           
preferably a good writer or editor. Someone who reads a lot and can 
give you good intelligent feedback. Then listen. Try to understand 
the criticism and accept it and use it to improve.

12. Revise – it’s where the good writing begins. Go over everything. 
Don’t just check for grammar and spelling mistakes, check for       
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unnecessary words and awkward structures and sentences. Aim for 
clarity, strength and freshness.

13. Experiment – try new things. Copy and steal from other people 
– that’s how you learn. Experiment with your style, tone and voice. 
Try new words. See what works and toss out what doesn’t.

14. Write for the eye as well and the mind – a good email or    
document should be easy to read and easy to refer to. It should look 
the part. Pay attention to format and appearance – because it’s likely 
more people will read it.

15. Plan, then write – think about what you’re going to write before 
you sit down. Make notes and do an outline if necessary. Once the 
thinking’s done, you’ll find you’ll crank out the text.

16. Take your time – it’s the difference between good writers and 
bad writers. Good writing has little to do with skill and more to do 
with perseverance. Bad writers quit. Good writers keep going.

17. Eliminate distractions – don’t multitask or have background 
noise. Writing is best done in quiet. Clear away all distractions so 
you can work without interruption.

18. Read good writing – if you don’t read good writing, you won’t 
know how to do it. 

19. Write everyday – the more you write, the better you’ll get. Start 
with emails. You have to write them anyway, and they’re good place 
to practice.

20. Just get it down – if you find you’re staring at a blank screen 
and don’t know what to write, don’t even think about it. Start writing – 
you can always go back and make it  better later.
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20 SECRETS TO WRITING WELL   

Most people write badly because they can’t think clearly. It follows 
that if you can think clearly, you have a chance of writing well. 

These tips will help you put on paper exactly what you have in mind. 

1. Keep in mind that the reader doesn’t have much time – what 
you write must be clear on first reading. The shorter your paper, the 
better the chance it will be read. 

2. Know where you are going and tell the reader – start with an 
outline to organise your argument. 

Begin important paragraphs with topic sentences that tell what      
follows. Conclude with a summary paragraph. 

An outline not only helps the reader; it keeps you from getting lost   
en route. Compile a list of all your points before you start. 

3. Make what you write easy to read – for extra emphasis, under-
line entire sentences and number your points. 

              Put main points into indented paragraphs like this. 

4. Short sentences and short paragraphs – are easier to read than 
long ones. Send telegrams, not essays. 

5. Make your writing vigorous and direct – wherever possible use 
active verbs, and avoid the passive voice. 

Passive: We are concerned that if this recommendation is turned 
down, the brand's market share may the brand’s share might be 
negatively affected.

Active: We believe you must act on this recommendation to hold the 
brand’s share.

6. Avoid clichés – find your own words. 

Cliché: Turn over every rock for a solution

Direct: Try hard 

7. Avoid vague modifiers – such as ‘very’ and ‘slightly.’ Search for 
the word or phrase that precisely states your meaning.

Vague: Very overspent  

Precise: Overspent by R100,000

8. Use specific, concrete language – avoid technical jargon. 
There’s always a simple, down-to-earth word, which says the same 
thing as the showoff word. 

Jargon: Implement

Plain English: Carry out      
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9. Find the right word – know its precise meaning. Use your online 
dictionary and thesaurus. Don't confuse words like these:

It's is the contraction of it is. (It's the advertising of Standard Bank.) 

Its is the possessive form of it and doesn’t take an apostrophe.  
(Standard Bank and its advertising is remarkable.) 

i.e. means that is.

e.g. means for example.

When you confuse words like these, your reader is justified in       
concluding that you don't know any better. 

10. Don't make spelling mistakes – when in doubt, check your    
online dictionary. Your Spellchecker should also be running           
continuously. Just make sure it’s set to English, and not American 
English. There’s a big difference. 

If your writing is careless, the reader may reasonably doubt the     
thoroughness of your thinking. 

11. Don’t overwrite or overstate – no more words than necessary. 
Take the time to boil down your points. 

12. Get to the point – don't beat around the bush. Say what you 
think – in simple, clear sentences. Write confidently. 

13. State things as simply as you can – use familiar words and   
uncomplicated sentences. 

14. Handle numbers consistently – newspapers generally spell out 
numbers for ten and under, use numerals for 11 and up. 

Don't write K when you mean thousand, or M when you mean a     
million. The reader may not know this code. Write R5,000 – not R5K. 
Write R7,000,000 (or R7 million) – not R7M. 

15. Strike out needless words – always go through your first draft 
once with the sole purpose of deleting all unnecessary words, 
phrases, and sentences. 

Many pieces of writing can be improved by deleting entire          
paragraphs, and sometimes even whole pages.

16. Be concise, but readable – terseness is a virtue, if not carried 
to extremes. Don't leave out words. Write full sentences, and make 
them count. 

17. Be brief, simple and natural – don't write, ‘The reasons are  
fourfold.’ Write, ‘There are four reasons.’ 

Don't start sentences with ‘importantly.’ Write, ‘The important point 
is...’ 
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Don't write ‘hopefully’ when you mean ‘I hope that.’ ‘Hopefully’ 
means ‘in a hopeful manner.’ Its common misuse annoys a great 
many literate people. 

18. Don't write like a lawyer or a bureaucrat – ‘Re’ is legalese 
meaning ‘in the matter of’ and is never necessary. 

The slash-as in and/or is bureaucratese. Don't write. ‘We'll hold the 
meetings on Monday and/or Tuesday.’ Write, ‘We’ll hold the meeting 
on Monday or Tuesday – or both days, if necessary.’ 

19. Never be content with your first draft – rewrite, with an eye   
toward simplifying and clarifying. Rearrange. Revise. Above all, cut. 

For every major document, let time elapse between your first and 
second drafts – at least overnight. Then come at it with a             
questioning eye and a ruthless attitude. 

20. Have somebody else look over your draft – when writing an 
important document or speech submit a draft to colleagues for       
editing and comment.
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WRITE FOR THE EYE AS WELL AS THE MIND   

Writing well is important, but so is making it look easy to read. Huge 
chunks of unbroken text just looks too scary, too long and too much 
like hard work.

Pay attention to format and appearance – because it’s likely more 
people will read what you’ve written:

1. Give it a headline – grab your readers attention. Without one, no 
matter how good your writing is, chances are it won’t be read.

2. Keep paragraphs short – whenever you see a long paragraph 
try to break it up into two or more short ones. 

The more paragraphs you use the more whitespace there’ll be in 
your text, making it more inviting.

Like this one here.

And this one.

3. Harness the power of numbers – they capture both attention 
and keep the reader oriented.

4. Use bullet points – 

• They’re easy to scan

• They provide a visual break for your reader

• They draw attention to important information

• They communicate information quickly
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5. Use upper and lower case – CAPITAL LETTERS may seem like a 
simple way to make text stand out – in fact it makes text harder to 
read and best avoided.

6. Add emphasis by formatting – put important points in bold or 
whole sentences in italics. 

It makes it easy to scan and pick out the most important information 
at a glance. 

7. Subheads break up large masses of type – they keep your 
reader engaged, acting as ‘mini headlines’ and keeping them      
moving through the rest of your text. 

8. Use captions with images – they’re consistently some of the 
most-read text on a page. Make them long enough to intrigue your 
reader to dig further.

9. Don't indent paragraphs – separate paragraphs with space, 
rather than indents. It looks neater. 

10. Single spacing between lines – double spacing between     
paragraphs.

11. Use white space – there are fewer ways to make your text    
more readable. 

By adding lots of white space it lets your copy breath. It says      
read me. I’m not hard work. 

12. Add colour images – if a picture is worth a thousand words, 
why not use an image? What better way to break up large blocks    
of grey copy than by adding photographs, illustrations, charts        
or diagrams.
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PLAIN LANGUAGE – A LEGAL REQUIREMENT IN SOUTH AFRICA   

Since The Consumer Protection Act (CPA) came into full effect in 
April 2011, it's now against the law to use difficult to understand        
language in financial and legal documents.

It means all product and service related information, such as       
websites, brochures and marketing material – must be                   
understandable to ordinary consumers with average literacy skills.

The Act aims to protect consumers against unfair business         
practices, increase fairness, promote equality among consumers 
and give consumers the information they need to make              
good decisions.

What is plain language?

Plain language is all about being clear. It's communication that your 
reader can quickly and easily understand the first time they read it.

It avoids verbose, convoluted language and jargon, and helps your 
reader act upon what they are reading.

By focusing on the reader and using simple words and short        
sentences, plain language writing reaches more people.

In short, plain language is a good writing style.

The benefits of plain language

1. Confidence – plain language inspires confidence in both the 
reader and the writer. Clear writing is evidence of clear thinking.

2. Saves time and money – the clearer your writing the quicker your 
reader can understand and act upon what they have read. It means 
fewer help calls and fewer mistakes.

3. More efficient – effective writing is succinct. Most companies can 
reduce their documents by up to a third.

4. More effective – badly written communication doesn't pay.          
It leads to increased administration, misunderstandings,  
frustrated readers and loss of customers.

5. Increased competitiveness – it builds trust and helps you stand 
out.

6. More satisfied customers and staff – the clearer your             
communication the happier people are.

Plain language is not unprofessional writing or a method of 'dumbing 
down' or 'talking down' to your reader.

Clear writing tells the reader exactly what they need to know without 
using unnecessary words or expressions.

Plain and simple.
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ERNEST HEMINGWAY’S TOP 4 TIPS FOR WRITING WELL   

Hemingway was one of the great American writers of the 20th      
century. He published seven novels, six short story collections,    
and two nonfiction works. And he won the Nobel Prize for literature 
in 1954.

This list of rules was given to him in 1917, when he was a fresh-
faced reporter at the Kansas City Star. They are the four basic rules  
of writing that he would carry with him the rest of his life. He said     
in 1940:

“Those were the best rules I ever learned for the business of writing, 
I’ve never forgotten them. No man with any talent, who feels and 

writes truly about the thing he is trying to say, can fail to write well if 
he abides with them.”

The list is short and insightful, a must-read for anyone interested in 
writing effectively:

1. Use short sentences – Hemingway was famous for his terse  
minimalist style of writing that dispensed with flowery adjectives and 
got straight to the point. In short, Hemingway wrote with simple    
genius.

Perhaps his finest demonstration of short sentence prowess was 
when he was challenged to tell an entire story in only six words:

For sale: baby shoes, never used.

Short sentences are easier to digest. They make it easier to follow 
each point of your argument.

2. Use short first paragraphs – see rule 1.

3. Use vigorous English – this rule is really a reminder to do your 
homework and fully understand what you are writing about. 

In most cases, if you’ve done your homework, you’ll write with  
authority and vigor.

4. Be positive, not negative – which means you should say what 
something is rather than what it isn’t. For example:

Instead of saying something is inexpensive, say it’s affordable. 
Instead of describing something as unclear, say it’s confusing.

Being positive makes your writing more direct. Whether they realise 
it or not, readers are turned off by vague writing.

Hemingway did have another tip, which he confided to F. Scott. 
Fitzgerald in 1934:

“I write one page of masterpiece to ninety-nine pages of shit. I try to 
put the shit in the wastebasket.”
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WARREN BUFFETT'S GUIDE TO WRITING IN PLAIN ENGLISH

One of the world's most famous and successful investors – Warren 
Buffett, prefers to write in plain English.

He wrote the preface in the Plain English Handbook, published by 
the US Securities and Exchange Commission – which gives 
some useful advice:

“Write with a specific person in mind."

"When writing Berkshire Hathaway’s annual report, I pretend that I’m 
talking to my sisters.”

“ I have no trouble picturing them: though highly intelligent, they are 
not experts in accounting or finance. They will understand plain   

English, but jargon may puzzle them."

"My goal is simply to give them the information I would wish them to 
supply me if our positions were reversed. To succeed, I don’t need 

to be Shakespeare; I must, though, have a sincere desire to inform.”

– Warren Buffett

He captures the essence of writing in plain language by making four 
key points:

               • Keep your reader in mind

               • Use clear, simple language

               • Avoid technical jargon and gobbledygook

               • Write to inform not to impress

If writing plainly is good enough for Mr Buffett, it’s good enough for 
anyone. Here's how he does it:
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How to write like Warren Buffett

1. Keep it personal – use 'you, we, us and I'. People respond more 
positively when addressed personally.

2. Use short sentences and short paragraphs – aim for an          
average of 15-20 words per sentence. Make only one point per    
sentence. Break long sentences into 2-3 short ones.

3. Aim to be understood – what you write must be clear on first 
reading.

4. Use the active voice – it's more vigorous and direct. It's      
also easier to read and understand; 

– use ‘consider’ not ‘consideration’

– ‘appoint’ instead of ‘appointment’

– ‘notify’ rather than ‘notification’

5. Be economical with words – use only as many words as         
you need;

– use ‘A new bank account is being set up’ instead of  'A new bank 
account is in the process of being set up’

– ‘now’ rather than ‘at this present time’

– ‘for’ not ‘on behalf of’

6. Use everyday words and expressions – inflated words add little 
value; buzzwords even less. Stick to words you use in everyday   
conversation.

7. Get to the point – remember readers don't have much time. Be 
straightforward. Free yourself of corporate mumbo-jumbo.
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WINSTON CHURCHILL'S GUIDE TO BETTER BUSINESS WRITING

The Prime Minister of the United Kingdom during the Second World 
War – Winston Churchill, wrote a memo to his War Cabinet about  
writing well.

It's still relevant today for anyone working in government or          
business:

"To do our work, we all have to read a mass of papers. Nearly all of 
them are far too long.”

“This wastes time, while energy has to be spent looking for the        
essential points. I ask my colleagues and their staff to see to it that 

their reports are shorter.” 

“The aim should be reports which set out the main points in a series 
of short, crisp paragraphs. If a report relies on detailed analysis of 
some complicated factors, or on statistics, these should be set out 

in an appendix.”

“Let us end such phrases as these:”

'”It is also of importance to bear-in-mind the following                       
considerations', or 'Consideration should be given to the possibility 

of carrying into effect'. Most of these woolly phrases are mere        
padding, which can be left out altogether or replaced by a single 
word. Let us not shrink from using the short, expressive phrase, 

even if it is conversational.”

“Reports drawn up on the lines I propose may seem rough as       
compared with the flat surface of officialese jargon. But the saving in 

time will be great, while the discipline of setting out the real points 
concisely will prove an aid to clearer thinking."

– Winston Churchill, 9 August 1940
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Churchill encouraged a conversational writing style, which set a 
trend in government and business – even to today. Here's how he 
did it:

How to write like Winston Churchill

1. Get to the point – if you have an important point to make, don't 
try to be subtle or clever. Use a pile driver. Hit the point once. Then 
come back and hit it again. Then hit it a third time – a tremendous 
whack.

2. Use short, simple words – don't muddy your argument with    
corporate mumbo-jumbo. Be concise.

“Short words are best, and the old words when short are best of all.” 
– Churchill

3. Write the way you talk – read it out loud. You'll find if it doesn't 
sound right, it usually isn't right.

“Give us the tools, and we will finish the job.”                                     
– Churchill wrote to Roosevelt

4. Use plain, simple English – inexperienced writers use preten-
tious words and jargon, it excludes readers. 

5. Communicate effectively – don’t confuse or bore people to 
death. Move the reader along easily from word to word, sentence to 
sentence, paragraph to paragraph. 

6. Use short paragraphs – group sentences into paragraphs that all 
relate to the same idea. Break long sentences into 2-3 shorter ones.

7. Be economical with words – communicate facts, opinions and 
arguments with as few words as possible. Good writers always      
follow this principle.

Churchill drew a line through: "Germany was isolated and sur-
rounded on all sides." And said, "The word you want is 'crushed’."

8. Don’t use empty, cliche words and phrases – such as          
‘generally’, ‘basically’, ’it went as follows’, ‘really’, ‘it has been proven 
time and time again that…’, ‘the fact of the matter is…’ – it’s padding 
you can do without.

9. Avoid the passive voice – wherever possible use the active 
voice instead.

Passive: Mistakes were made                   
Active: I made a mistake
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10. Don’t overuse adjectives – properly used, adjectives can add 
interest and clarity. Too many adjectives, however, slow down the 
flow of your ideas.

11. Avoid repeating words close to each other – it’s boring.        
Terribly boring.

12. Don’t use slang – it’s over familiar and encourages sloppy     
writing. It makes you sound like you don’t care about what you are 
doing. Dude!

13. Make it easy to read – write for the eye as well as the mind. 
Number major points, use white space and keep paragraphs short.

14. Get feedback – have somebody else look over your draft. When 
writing an important document or speech submit a draft to               
colleagues for editing and comment. Churchill always asked for  
feedback from others.
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