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Concise writing key to effective communication
Let’splay“CountTheOverused

BusinessWords&Phrases.”How
manycanyouspot in the follow-
ing? (Answerappearsat thebot-
tom.)

Optimized, scalable,measurable
solutions,built-out tosynergize
withyoursystems.

More importantly,whatdothey
mean?

Nothing.And
that’smypoint.

Our language is
infectedwith the
rampantoveruse
ofenvoguebusi-
ness termsthat
sapourpowerto
communicateef-
fectively.The il-
lustrationabovemaybeextreme,
butsuch indecipherable language
abounds.

Goodwriting ismarkedbyclar-
ity, economyandenergy.

Checkouta topcolumnist, like
GailCollins inTheNewYork
Times.Hercolumnsfeel likea
worldly,dry-wittedbest friend
whispering inyourear. Then
goback into theTimesarchives,
say30years, foraWilliamSafire
column. Althoughthetopicsare
dated,you’llfind languageevery
bitas fresh,conversationalandfree
ofclichéasCollins’.

Effectivewriting is timeless.
Whydoes itmatter thatwe

“writeright” inbusiness?
Businesssuccessdependsupon

ourability tocommunicateef-
fectively.Thosewhostudysuch
thingsestimatewespend50per-
centofour timeonthe jobcom-
municating—regardlessofyour
position.Thehigheruponegoes in
anorganization, themorecomplex
andconsequentialcommunica-
tionandinterpersonalchallenges
become.

Doyourbusinessunitsoperate
insilos, eachspeakingatechni-
cal languagethatexcludesothers
andinhibitsunderstandingand
competitiveness?Howaboutyour
businessasawhole? Your indus-
try? Oncewelook,wecanbegin to
seehowcostly ineffectivebusiness

communicationscanbe.
Sowhydoweemploythosehol-

lowclichés inbusinesscommuni-
cation?

Abigreason iswe’re lazy. It
takes timeandeffort towritewell.
Wesettle forquick, familiarwords
andphrasesbecausewriting
doesn’tcomeeasilyornaturally.

Maybeweplug-ina trendy
phrase-of-the-moment
with themistakenbelief
itmakesusseemclever
orevencuttingedge.But
whenwedefault tosuch
usage, it instantlydimin-
ishesourmessage–to
customers,employees,
vendors, andstakeholders.
Yourmessagedissolves

intoabig,blandstew.
Emptybusiness language isev-

erywhere.Sothatmakes itOK?
Beforeyouanswer, let’sconsider

thecaseof thehumblechocolate
chipcookie. Groceryshelvesare
brimmingwithenticingpackages
ofcookies.Howdoesopening
abagofstore-boughtchocolate
chipcookiescomparetopopping
ahomemadecookie loadedwith
morsels intoyourmouth? Acol-
leaguemakes legendaryholiday
cookies that I lookforwardtoall
year long. Whenwasthe last time
youcravedorravedaboutamass-
producedchocolatechipcookie?

Mycookiestory ismeant to
emphasizehowinvesting time
andeffortonyourbusinesswrit-
ingcreatessubstantialbenefits. It
alsoaimstodemonstrateapower-
ful,butunderusedwritingdevice:
analogy.Agoodanalogycan illus-
trateabstractconcepts, establish
commongroundwith thereader,
andbringtechnical language
downtoearth.Awell-crafted,
relevantanalogycanreinforcea
keypointbyentertainingoreven
shocking.Whatever the intentor
mode,whenweeffectivelyusea
tool likeananalogy, itbeatsacli-
chéeverytime.

Herearesomeotherpointers to
helpyouwritemoreeffectively.

■Gobacktobasics.RogerAiles,
communicationsmasterandau-

thorof“YouAretheMessage,”
says leadersmustdofour things
tocommunicateeffectively:Be
prepared,comfortable, commit-
tedtowhatyouaresayingandbe
interesting—let it reflectyourper-
sonality.

■ Identifyyouraudienceand
yourkeymessage.Then, reduce it
toas fewwordsaspossible.Even
forsomethingformal likeapro-
posalorwhitepaper, thinkhow
yourmajorpointorconclusion
wouldreadasaheadline.Avoid
thecommonmistakeofwaiting
until theendto landyourpoint.
Startearly, andreinforceyourkey
messagethroughout—repetition
wins.Evenasyourepeat it, refresh
yourmessagewithrelevantand
active language.Avoidthehack-
neyed,butavoidcreativity for
creativity’s sakealone.Useplain
English.

■Haveavoice,anduse it in
everythingyouwrite—fromthe
business letter to thesimplee-mail
andeverything inbetween.The
writingIadmiremostreads likea
conversation. Ifyou’restuck, say
itfirst.Freeassociate intoavoice
recorder like theone inyourcell
phone;youmaybepleasantlysur-
prisedhoweasilyyoursoundbites
transcribe togreat,writtencopy.

■Modifierscangreatly improve
businesswriting.Modifiers“essen-
tially…breathe life intosentences,”
as thegrammar-lover’s site,www.
chompchomp.com,soaptlyputs it.
Sousemodifyingwords,phrases
andclauses toprovidedescriptive
life toyoursentences.

■ Knowyourweaknessesand
delegate. Ifwritingdoesn’tcome
easily toyou, thencollaboratewith
a talentedcolleague,orhireapro-
fessional tohelp forbig, important
projects. Ifyouare theauthor, read,
re-read,edit—thenrepeat—be-
forehittingsendorprint.Eachsuc-
cessiveversionwill improve.

TheDepartmentofHomeland
Security isurgingeverypoliceand
firedepartment tousesimple,clear
languageintheirday-to-dayopera-
tions, insteadof the longstandard
confusingcodesystems.Simple

example: saying, “Iunderstand” in-
steadof“10-4.”The ideaaroseout
ofevents likeHurricaneKatrina,
whereresponsetimeandcoor-
dinationwere foundalarmingly
hamperedbydifferentmunicipali-
ties’ inability tounderstandone
another’scodes. The idea isfinally
catchingon.

Itgivesmegreathope. IfWash-
ingtonbureaucratsand localgov-
ernmentscanagree toeliminate
jargon, just imaginewhatbusiness
cando.

ANSWERTOQUIZ:Theexample
containedsevenoverusedterms:
optimized; scalable;measurable;
solutions;built-out; synergize; sys-
tems.
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