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• Today’s knowledge-based economy demands strong business writing. 

• Your success depends on good communication with bosses, employees, 
customers, venders and stakeholders.

• Successful business writing is “clear, concise, correct, suited to its audience and 
suited to its purpose.”

• Clear writing enables your audience to grasp your message the first time they read it.

• Follow eight simple rules to make your e-mails professional, including adding a 
specific subject line, being polite and avoiding emoticons.

• “Fluff, Guff, Geek and Weasel” are amateurish writing styles.

• Tailor your message to suit your audience.

• Edit your work. With few exceptions, shorter is better.

• Check your facts, use words properly, and proofread for spelling, punctuation and 
grammatical errors.

• Add clarity to your writing by using the correct paragraph structure, depending on 
whether your purpose is to evaluate, persuade or inform. 
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  Relevance

What You Will Learn
In this Abstract, you will learn: 1) How to use techniques that facilitate good, clear 
business writing; 2) Why you want to avoid the “Fluff, Guff, Geek and Weasel” writing 
styles; and 3) How to write professional e-mails, letters, reports, proposals and other 
business documents. 

Recommendation
Has a business colleague ever sent you a rambling e-mail chock full of misspelled words, 
acronyms, text message abbreviations and even emoticon smiley faces? Or have you had 
to wade through an incomprehensible report filled with technical terms, industry jargon 
and run-on sentences? Both these experiences indicate a larger problem: bad writing. 
Many people need to write as part of their jobs, but few of them do it well. Communication 
expert Tom Sant identifies four problematic writing styles that obstruct clear, functional 
communication: “Fluff, Guff, Geek and Weasel.” Sant attacks the problem, beginning 
with eight tips for composing better e-mails. He tells you how to tailor clear, succinct, 
accurate documents to your audience. His generous use of examples helps illustrate the 
rights and wrongs of business writing. Thankfully, this how-to-write book is well written 
and at times even humorous. getAbstract suggests keeping it next to your dictionary and 
thesaurus, and referring to it often.

  Abstract

Everyone Is a Writer
You may not consider yourself to be a writer, but in today’s knowledge-based economy 
where communicating via the written word is an essential skill, most people are writers, 
willingly or not. Be it a quick e-mail to set up a meeting or a lengthy annual report, 
businesspeople need to write skillfully. Your success may depend upon your ability to 
communicate well with your bosses, co-workers, employees, vendors and customers. 
Having the professional ability to write enables you to provide data, offer an informed 
opinion, motivate and persuade others, woo management or inform investors. 

Efficient E-mails
E-mail is today’s primary business communication vehicle, surpassing all other forms 
of writing. Even simple e-mails have an enormous impact. When an employee received 
the following e-mail from an irate CEO and leaked it to The Wall Street Journal, which 
published it, the CEO’s company’s stock dropped more than 20%:

   “We are getting less than 40 hours of work from a large number of our KC-based 
EMPLOYEES. The parking lot is sparsely used at 8AM; likewise at 5PM. As 
managers – you either do not know what your EMPLOYEES are doing or you do not 
CARE…NEVER in my career have I allowed a team which worked for me to think 
they had a 40 hour job. I have allowed YOU to create a culture which is permitting 
this. NO LONGER. Folks this is a management problem, not an EMPLOYEE 
problem. Congratulations, you are management. You have the responsibility for our 
EMPLOYEES. I will hold you accountable. You have allowed this to get to this state. 
You have two weeks. Tick, tock.” 

“We live in 
language the way 
dolphins live 
in water.”  

“For the vast 
majority of people 
in the workforce, 
writing is a 
necessary evil.”
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 Follow these eight simple guidelines to write clear, professional e-mail messages: 

 1. “Choose a businesslike e-mail name” – Hotmama@wherever.com has no place in 
the business world. A domain name that reflects your business is a wise choice.

 2. “Use the subject line” – A short, pithy subject line increases the chances that the 
recipient will open your e-mail.

 3. “Sign your e-mails” – End each e-mail with your name and contact information.
 4. “Avoid writing too informally” – Many people write e-mails in a just-between-

buddies, casual style. However, spelling mistakes, grammatical errors, slang and the 
overuse of abbreviations sap your credibility and demean your message.

 5. “Limit your use of emoticons and acronyms” – Happy faces, : - ), are not appropriate 
in business e-mails. Nor are overused acronyms. If readers don’t know what “LOL” 
or “AFAIK” means, they won’t be laughing out loud, that is, as far as I know.

 6. “Be polite” – Misinterpreting the content of e-mails is easy. Recipients may detect 
rudeness when you were simply trying to be direct. Be sensitive to tone and never 
write e-mails when you are gripped by strong emotion. 

 7. “Write to be read on the computer” – Understand that most readers skim e-mails. 
Make it easy to grasp your message by using headings, bullet points, enumeration 
and other formatting tricks. 

 8. “Check it before you send it” – You have a spell-check program, so use it. Always 
read and proof e-mails before hitting the send key. 

“Fluff, Guff, Geek and Weasel”
Unfortunately, business writing overflows with copy that leads to failure rather than 
success. The four most common types of poor business writing could be called, 
Fluff, Guff, Geek and Weasel. Fluff is characterized by overblown verbiage, clichés, 
unsupported “facts” and vague language. The following e-mail is an example: “As you 
may know, Wilcox DataFex, Inc. is uniquely qualified to deliver world-class results. We 
offer best-of-breed products and customer-focused service to produce seamless solutions. 
Our commitment to partnering with our customers produces innovative yet user-friendly 
applications.” What do “world-class results,” “best-of-breed” and “seamless solutions” 
really mean? A better e-mail would contain examples and details, such as: “Two important 
differentiators have made us the right choice for many banks around the world and that 
may be important to you: First…”

Guff writing uses multi-syllabic words, technical jargon, passive construction, long 
sentences and even longer paragraphs. For example, “The dimensionality of expected 
project problems coupled with the limited time available for preparation means that 
choices will have to be made to assure viability of the most critical analytical processes.” 
Bureaucrats favor this stiff, pompous writing style, as do those who want to sound 
impressive or distract readers from their message. Avoid it.

Geek writing is too technical. Although writers who use this style are comfortable with 
their fields’ jargon and acronyms, they overlook the reader’s needs and concentrate on 
industrial details rather than results. For example, “There are the Prioritized P3 tickets 
for FIMS. Please note that there is a question by the BIM as to whether the 3274609 
should be an enhancement.”

Weasel writing endlessly qualifies statements with vague words such as “may,” “might,” 
“could,” “like,” “virtually” and “possibly.” Instead of being persuasive, it makes readers 
question the validity of the content and the credibility of the writer. For example, “In 

“… a single 
thoughtless 
message, tossed out 
upon the e-mail 
grid, can wreak 
instant havoc 
that is virtually 
impossible to fi x.”

“Before you can 
get to the point, 
you need to 
have a point.”

“Writing too 
simply is almost 
always a better 
mistake to make 
than writing 
too formally.”

“If someone has 
to read what you 
wrote more than 
once to understand 
it, you messed up. 
No exceptions.”  
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summary, we believe that we have proposed an effective solution, based on the information 
we have at this time. We look forward to exploring details of the project at greater depth 
in the future, but for now we hope that this initial proposal will suggest that there is a 
compelling case for considering us to receive this contract.” Unlike Fluff, Guff, Geek 
and Weasel-style writing, professional strong business writing is sharp, polished, “suited 
to its audience and suited to its purpose.”

“Clear, Concise and Correct” Writing
The first characteristic of successful business writing is clarity. Readers should be able 
to grasp the message in one reading. To attain clarity in your writing, keep sentences to 
around 15 words. Avoid complex words, technical terminology and acronyms. Steer clear 
of embedded clauses, particularly at the beginning of a sentence. Begin paragraphs with 
a topic sentence followed by support points. Place your main idea in the topic sentence 
and make it easy to comprehend. Avoid using passive voice.

Always cut unnecessary words. Wordiness clouds messages and confuses the reader. Avoid 
“noun clusters,” that is, several nouns in a row. Always edit with the restriction that, with a 
few exceptions, shorter is better. For instance, instead of: “For this program, it is proposed 
that the kick-off meeting be one day in length with the first half of the day consisting of 
the following activities,” try: “I recommend a one-day kick-off meeting with the first 
half covering…” Try not to transform verbs into nouns. And use a single word instead of 
a phrase whenever possible (i.e., say “consensus” instead of “consensus of opinion,” use 

“for” instead of “for the purpose of,” and chop “at this time” down to “now”).

Experts tell new writers to “write as you speak,” and that’s good advice. However, 
grammatical errors that you can ignore when you talk may stand out in your writing. 
Double check your facts, use words properly, and review your work for correct spelling, 
punctuation and grammar. Mistakes in accuracy undermine your credibility and show 
disrespect for your audience. Additionally, some readers will assume that if your writing 
is sloppy, your work habits are sloppy as well. 

Many people confuse some similar word pairs. Examples of common errors include:

 • “Affect/effect” – Effect means “a result, impact or consequence.” The verb “affect” 
means to shape or change something, or to have an impact upon it.  

 • “Beside/besides” – Beside means adjacent; besides means plus or added. 
 • “Capital/capitol” – Capital refers to money or assets. The capitol city houses the 

seat of government.
 • “Disinterested/uninterested” – Disinterested means impartial or dispassionate, 

while uninterested means not interested.
 • “e.g./i.e.” – The abbreviation e.g. stands for “for example,” and i.e. means “that is.”
 • “Insure/ensure/assure” – “Insure implies a binding commitment.” “Ensure connotes 

making a serious effort” and “assure” means setting someone’s mind at ease. 
 • “Precede/proceed” – If something precedes, it comes before something else. Proceed 

means to move ahead with an activity. 
 • “Stationary/stationery” – Stationary is “fixed” or “unmoving.” Stationery is 

writing paper.

“Suitability for the Audience”
Consider your audience when composing a message. How much do they know about your 
subject and how do they prefer to receive information? The best tactic is to assume that 

“Effective writing 
does not depend on 
correct grammar 
and spelling. It 
depends on sound 
thinking, an 
understanding of 
the audience and 
a clear sense 
of your purpose 
in writing.”

“If you write 
clearly, people 
assume you 
think clearly.”

“We connect with 
other people, 
establish rapport, 
share emotions, 
communicate 
ideas, propose 
solutions, inspire, 
instruct, chastise, 
praise, seduce, 
worship: all in and 
through language.”

“People judge you 
and get to know 
you through 
your writing.”
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they are relatively uninformed about the area under discussion. Begin with information 
that is particularly interesting to your readers. Illustrate and support key statements with 
easy-to-understand graphics. Limit technical references, jargon and acronyms. Break down 
complex ideas into simple ones. Make your document easy to read, and be judicious in your 
use of “boldface type, headings, bullet points, color, white space, tint blocks and borders.” 

If your audience is knowledgeable in the field, get to the point quickly, and focus on the 
unique or innovative facets of your presentation. Tailor messages to suit your audience’s 
communication style. For instance, people who generally want to know the bottom line 
and who aren’t interested in all kinds of flowery description, will prefer concise detail, a 
well-built case, polished delivery and a common-sense conclusion. Those who prefer to 
hear details and description when hearing information, and don’t want just the bottom line, 
may favor an objective discussion, a conversational style and a warm tone.  

“Suitability for the Purpose”
Using the correct structural pattern will help you communicate. Doing a good job 
of writing and linking sentences into coherent paragraphs, and then organizing the 
paragraphs into a complete document allows you to achieve your purpose. A paragraph is 

“a unit of writing that consists of one or more sentences.” Putting paragraphs into a logical 
order adds clarity to your writing. Many people engage in a “stream-of-consciousness” 
informal composition style that doesn’t work well in business writing. For example, this 
is too chatty: “Thanks everybody for a great session. I felt exhausted yet exhilarated at 
the end. We covered a lot of ground, didn’t we?”

Certain kinds of paragraphs are best for particular kinds of information. Select the format 
that works best to fulfill your purpose. Paragraph formats include:

• “Chronology” – This basic structure allows you to tell your story sequentially.
• “Key point with detail” – This classic paragraph pattern begins with a topic sentence 

supported by details in the following sentences.
• “Descriptions – either spatial or sequential” – In general, the first sentence 

describes a process, the second sentence says why the process is important, and 
subsequent sentences describe the sequence of steps or events.

• “Comparison and/or contrast” – Describe one subject thoroughly and then the 
other, or alternate definitions and details.

• “Cause and effect” – Describe an event or decision, then discuss the possible results 
and consequences.

When writing to inform your reader, use the format journalists call “the funnel.” Begin 
with what is most important to the reader, and include “who, what, when, where, why 
and how.” Evaluative writing is like a hamburger; the introduction is on top, the meat 

– or details – are in the middle, and the conclusion is at the bottom. In persuasive writing, 
you are trying to convince your readers to agree with your way of thinking. Begin by 
outlining their concerns. Next, concentrate on the results they want. Propose a solution 
and substantiate your claim with supporting statements. 

  About the Author
Tom Sant, the author of the bestseller Persuasive Business Proposals, is a sales trainer and 
the co-founder of Hyde Park Partners. Sant has worked with major corporate clients. 

“…writing is a 
skill that most 
people embrace 
reluctantly at best. 
But it’s a skill that 
can make a 
huge difference 
in your career.”

“We need to tailor 
our message so 
that it matches 
our audience’s 
abilities and 
requirements.”

“If you want 
your professional 
opinions to be 
heard, respected, 
and carefully 
considered, 
you need to 
communicate them 
in the language 
of success.”


