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A Guide to Good Business Writing 

This guide contains practical advice on using the various forms of business writing to help improve your 
professional credibility.  

Contents 

 Section 1: Introduction  

 Section 2: Planning Your Writing  

 Section 3: Writing Tips  

 Section 4: Letters  

 Section 5: Standard Letter Writing Phrases  

 Section 6: Memos  

 Section 7: Emails  

 Section 8: Reports  

Section 1: An Introduction to Business Writing 

Effective business writing is critical not only to deliver clear and concise information, but also as a means 
of influence and making things happen. This article provides a brief overview of the different forms of 
business writing and their various uses. More detail on each form and their application follows in 
separate sections later in the guide.  

Forms of business writing and their uses 

1. Letters 

The business letter is the principal means of communication between 
organisations, their clients, and key stakeholders. Business letters are generally 
sent to people outside an organisation but can also be sent to those within the 
organisation too. 

Most business letters are formal in tone and should be written when a permanent 
record of the information is needed. Business letters are typically written to 
inform readers of specific information. However, they can also be used to propose ideas or to promote or 
advertise a product or service, such as the letters that internet providers send to non-subscribers, or the 
covering letter attached to a person’s CV.  

2. Memos 

Like a business letter, a business memo is a type of formal, professional writing. 
However, a business memo is different from a business letter in that it is written in 
a specific format, without a salutation or closing signature.  

Memos are generally used as in-house business communications. A business memo 
serves a very useful purpose because it helps members of an organisation 
communicate, without the need for time-consuming meetings. It lets someone 
know something they need to understand in an effective and efficient manner.  
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3. Email 

Email is now seen as fundamental part of business life and is increasingly becoming a 
primary tool for both internal and external communication. As a result, email writing 
should be given the same level of attention as formal business letters and memos.  

As well as taking care over how email messages are written, it is a good idea to manage 
email messages appropriately after they have been sent or received because it is sometimes necessary to 
go back to them after they have been read. 

Email has certain advantages over other forms of written communication: 

 it is extremely fast  

 it is cheaper than most other methods of communicating  

 it can be used for wide distribution communications, i.e. you can send the same email to a large 
number of people  

 it can be used to send documents as attachments  

 it can be sent at any time  

4. Reports 

Reports are a method of documenting and conveying information. They can be used to 
pull information together following a meeting or number of meetings, or can form the 
basis for discussion at a meeting. Reports help people to make decisions and plan 
actions. They are designed to provide research-based information in a concise format. 
Reports both inform and persuade. A well-structured report with clear points and aims 
will be more likely to achieve its intended objectives.  

Formal reports are objective and impersonal, with clear, logical arguments. Most reports follow a basic 
structure. The main body of the report contains the facts, while the evaluation of these facts is found in the 
Conclusion and Recommendations sections. A short Executive Summary at the front sets out the report’s 
main points.  

 

Section 2: Planning Your Writing  

Have you ever sat in front of a blank piece of paper or screen but no words flowed? This is usually because 
you have not devoted enough time to planning your writing. Use the following advice to help the words 
flow easily next time. 

Think it through 

Think carefully before writing anything. Do you really need to write a letter, a 
memo or a report? What about an email, a fax or a telephone call instead? If 
you definitely have to write something, you may not always need a written 
plan but you do need to think about your writing before you begin. Planning 
your writing will help you record and organise your thoughts, come up with 
new ideas and check that you have all the information you need. 
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Purpose 

Why are you writing? Be clear about the purpose of your writing and what you hope it will achieve. You 
may be writing a letter to inform a client that you can offer a new or improved service, or sending an email 
to colleagues inviting them to an important meeting – the purpose will affect your writing in terms of: 

 content (the ideas and information you wish to present)  

 style or language (how formal or informal you are)  

 format (the layout of your writing)  

Often letters and reports are wordy or over-complicated because the writer had no idea of what the point 
was to start with! 

Audience 

Who are you writing for? Knowing your audience will help you decide what and 
how you write. For example, are you reporting to your boss; sharing information 
with your colleagues; inviting a potential client to an informal event; or reporting 
on a high-level meeting? Your readers’ position in the organisation, the use they 
may have for the information, and the type of information you have to present will 
all determine your choice of writing format, style and language. 

Reaction 

What reaction are you hoping for from your reader? For your writing to be effective, you need to be aware 
of all the possible reactions and responses to what you write. What you write might be: 

 Routine – ‘Please find enclosed the requested information.’  

 Pleasant – ‘We are happy to offer you the position.’  

 Unpleasant – ‘Your services are no longer required.’  

 Persuasive – ‘May we ask you to share your expertise on …’  

A well-written business letter will convey the feeling that the writer cares about the reader and is genuinely 
interested in working together to solve a problem or discuss a concept. 

To write an effective business letter, you must put yourself in the reader's shoes and try to anticipate their 
reaction to your writing. As a result, you will be more likely to choose the most appropriate words and the 
correct tone. 

Layout 

What’s your message, i.e. what information are you trying to convey? Your 
presentation should suit your message. Think about your own responses. If you 
received a letter containing good news, where would you want to find the main point 
– at the beginning of the message, or buried in the main body of the text? Where 
would you want to find bad news – in the first paragraph, or following some 
explanation or supporting information that would lead you to understand or accept the situation? 

There are two main types of message – deductive and inductive: 

 Deductive messages present a main idea and follow it with supporting ideas. These are best for 
good news.  

 Inductive messages lead the reader through a series of supporting ideas to the main point. Break 
bad news gently!  
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Proofing 

When you have finished writing, it is vital to check it thoroughly. Even when 
you are sure you have written everything you want, read it over again. 
Wherever possible, ask someone else to look over it for you, to check for 
consistency, flow, spelling and grammar, and to ensure that the point you 
are trying to make is coming through effectively. Some other tips to follow: 

 Make sure the document is clear, concise and well organised, with 
each idea leading logically on to the next.  

 Make sure your written communications are easy to read and 
contain the relevant information: cut out unnecessary words and 
phrases.  

 Use the grammar and spell check facility on your computer, and pay close attention to every word 
highlighted. However, do not rely too heavily on your computer – use a printed dictionary and 
thesaurus to double-check everything your computer highlights.  

  

Section 3: Writing Tips 

These useful techniques can help you collate and order your thoughts before you begin writing, to ensure 
you cover everything you want to include. 

Remember – before you start writing, think it through… 

 Diagrams  
Diagrams are useful for people who like to ‘see’ their writing plans. Mind maps and spider diagrams 
are useful ways of noting down your first ideas. This helps you to organise your thoughts and think 
about what to include in your writing.  

 Flow charts  
These are useful for planning written pieces that need a step-
by-step approach, e.g. setting out arguments or compiling 
reports.  

 Lists 
List all the different points and ideas you want to include in 
your writing. Decide which are your main points and re-order 
the list accordingly.  

 Post It™ notes 
Put each of your ideas on a sticky note. Move all the ideas around on a sheet of paper or a notice 
board until you are happy with their order.  

 Templates 
These are pre-set writing frames or boxes with titles, which will help guide your writing. They can 
be very useful for creating documents that always include the same kind of information, such as 
CVs, meeting agendas or minutes, or a report that you present on a regular basis. Templates can 
easily be created on a computer.  
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Section 4: Letter Writing Top Tips 

Business letters have various uses. One purpose is to ‘seal the deal’, by formalising agreements, 
arrangements or contracts and confirming decisions made during meetings, on the telephone or via email 
with clients, colleagues, stakeholders and other organisations. They are also used to offer jobs to 
prospective employees and to correspond with customers (e.g. sales letters, marketing letters, and order 
acknowledgement letters). The information you need to convey and how it will be received will help you 
decide on the words to use in your letter. This article provides some top tips on how to write professional 
business letters.  

Plan 

Before you begin to write the letter, list all the points you wish to include 
and put them in order of importance. Make sure you have all the 
information you need. This may involve a call or an email to the recipient 
or their organisation to clarify certain details. 

Content 

Business letters should be short, clear and succinct. Try to limit letters to 
one A4 sheet, as research shows that busy people dislike having to read 
more than one page and will either postpone reading longer letters or not read them at all. Re-read your 
letters and delete unnecessary words and phrases. 

Put detailed technical or other supporting information in a separate document, and explain it briefly in your 
covering letter. Indicate that there is an attachment by typing ‘Enc: [title]’ below your signature. 

Audience 

When you are writing to anyone directly, put yourself in their place so 
that you can focus on their needs and their perspective more 
effectively. Imagine how you would feel if you received that particular 
letter. Be positive, but don’t represent your organisation as one that 
never makes a mistake. If you are replying to a complaint, avoid 
defensive or evasive statements; instead, write a sincere and helpful 
letter. 

Style and language 

Use a conversational style while still making sure that the content is 
formal in tone. Use familiar words and short sentences. Stick to the 
facts and avoid humour, jargon, slang or colloquialisms. 

Avoid racist, sexist or discriminatory words or phrases. For example, use terms such as ‘workforce’ rather 
than ‘manpower’ and ‘chairperson’ rather than ‘chairman’. Do not assume that the person you are 
addressing is male. If you cannot find a name before you write, address your letter to ‘Dear Sir or Madam’. 
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Section 5: Standard Letter Writing Phrases 

Use these phrases to give your letters a professional tone. 

Salutation 

 Dear Sir or Madam (if you do not know the person’s name)  

 To Whom It May Concern  

 Dear Training and Development Manager  

 Dear Mr, Mrs, Miss, Ms., Dr, Professor (use these titles if you have a formal relationship with the 
person. ‘Ms.’ for women unless you know that they prefer ‘Mrs’ or ‘Miss’)  

 Dear [first name] (if the person is a close business contact or a friend)  

The reference and reason for writing 

 With reference to your letter dated 3 May 2005/your telephone call today/your email today/your 
advertisement in X newspaper ...   

 I am writing to enquire about …  

 I am writing to apologise for …  

 I am writing to confirm …  

 I am writing to inform you …  

Requests 

 I would be grateful if you could …  

 I am writing to ask …  

 Could you possibly …  

Agreeing to requests or invitations 

 I am delighted to confirm …  

 I would be happy to attend …  

Bad news 

 Unfortunately …  

 I am afraid that …  

 I am sorry that …  

Enclosing documents or attachments 

 Please find enclosed …  

 Please find attached …  

 I am enclosing …  

 Attached at appendix A is …  

 I enclose with this letter …  

Closing the letter 

 Thank you for your assistance in this matter  

 Thank you for your help  

 Please do not hesitate to contact us again if you require any further information  

 Please do contact us again if we can help in any way/there are any problems/you have any 
questions  

Reference to future contact 

 I look forward to hearing from you shortly/soon  
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 I look forward to meeting you/seeing you next week  

 I look forward to your reply  

Finishing the letter 

 Yours sincerely (when you know the person’s name)  

 Yours faithfully (if you don’t know the name of the person you are writing to)  

 Best wishes or Kind regards (if writing to a close business contact) Your name  
  

Section 6: Memo Writing Top Tips 

The purpose of a memo is to convey factual, non-sensitive information within 
an organisation. Memos are notes written as a reminder of decisions taken or 
action required. This article provides some top tips on how to write effective 
memos. 

 There is no need to include an external address, but in large 
organisations it may be necessary to give an internal address such as 
room number or building.  

 Use a business-like tone for your memo but be as informal as the 
situation allows. Use the first person – ‘I’ or ‘we’.  

 The organisation’s logo or letterhead usually appears at the top of a memo, followed by the word 
‘Memo’ or ‘Memorandum’. There are spaces for the names of the sender and the recipient, the 
date and the subject. If you are sending copies to other people, list their names in a 'CC' space.  

 Memos don’t have a salutation e.g. ‘Dear Mrs Smith’, or a closing, e.g. ‘Yours sincerely’.  

 The text of a memo generally begins with a short statement of the memo’s purpose.  

 The main body of the memo should be clearly laid out. If you have more than one subject, or several 
subtopics, paragraphs with headings will make the message more readable. If you have a list, use 
bullet points. Avoid unnecessary information and do not repeat yourself. Memos should be short, 
simple and to the point, and should be no more than two pages long.  

 Memos should be logical, with single ideas limited to one paragraph. Short sentences should flow 
smoothly.  

 Use a concluding paragraph if you have made several points in the memo and wish to summarise 
them or make a recommendation or a request.  

 If you are including attachments, indicate this at the bottom of the memo as – Attachment: 
[document title].  

 

 

 Section 7: Email Writing Top Tips 

Email is fast becoming the preferred method of communicating, both internally and externally. Email is 
more flexible than traditional business letters or memos, and can be formal or informal in tone. This 
article provides top tips on how to ensure effective use of email.  

It is important to treat email as a proper writing mechanism and to maintain a professional tone when 
writing emails. Email is useful in that it is quick, convenient and can carry supplementary information (as 
document attachments), and is often the preferred method of communicating both internally and 
externally. However, the same rules of good writing apply, especially when writing external emails. 
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Writing emails 

 Use the ‘To’ option to insert the names of the main recipients of the 
message. Use ‘CC’ to include other people who should be notified of the 
message.  

 Use the subject line to inform recipients of the main reason for the 
email, as this will help them identify important or interesting emails 
more quickly. As a sender, you will benefit from a clear message 
heading, as it will be easier to locate the message in your ‘sent items’ 
folder.  

 Keep emails short and simple, arranging your message as clearly as possible and making sure the 
main points stand out. If you are sending a lot of information, send it as an attachment (first of all 
ensuring that recipients are able to open attachments). Keep the size of attachments to a minimum 
and do not send them unnecessarily – if a document needs to be seen by a number of people 
internally, instead of attaching a copy to all emails, it may be more efficient to point to where the 
document is saved, e.g. with a shortcut.  

 Beware of sending personal or sensitive information and think about whether email is really the 
most appropriate medium for conveying your message.  

Managing emails 

 Respond to, or acknowledge, emails as soon as you receive them to save having to re-read them.  

 Save a list of names and email addresses of people you email regularly to build up a contacts’ list 
and enable you to send messages more quickly.  

 Check your email regularly, at least twice a day. Leave your email software on all day and ensure it 
is enabled to notify you whenever a new message arrives in your inbox.  

 Have a mechanism to ensure that you don’t forget to read or act on 
your emails – use a flag icon on any emails that you have not read yet 
or that need to be actioned and put any important items to the top of 
your inbox.  

 Be careful of suspicious messages as they may contain viruses. Take a 
few moments to check the sender and message heading. If it looks 
strange or unusual, do not open it – send it to your IT department 
instead. If you have opened the message and are worried about any 
attachments it may have, do not open these. Delete the message 
immediately, as this is the main way computer viruses are spread.  

 Create folders to store and organise messages.  

 Delete unimportant or unwanted messages as soon as you have read and acknowledged them, in 
order to avoid accumulating large amounts of emails, which take up space and may slow down your 
computer.  

 Use your ‘Out of Office’ assistant whenever you are away, especially if you are going to be out of 
the office for a lengthy period of time. This will let people know how long you will be away for and 
who to contact in your absence.  
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Section 8: Effective Report Writing 

Reports are a method of documenting and conveying information. They can provide information without 
the need for meetings, or can form the basis for discussion at a meeting. Reports help with planning and 
decision-making and are designed to provide research-based information in a concise and accurate 
format. Reports both inform and persuade: a well-structured report with clear points and aims will be 
more likely to achieve its intended results. Well-planned, informative reports can also enhance 
professional reputation. 

Key components of a good report 

 It is written and pitched at the right level for the audience and meets their needs.  

 It has a logical structure, with clear indications of where the ideas are leading. Layout and 
presentation make information easy to find.  

 It is written in plain English, using short sentences and correct grammar, punctuation and spelling.  

Planning a report 

Prior to writing a report, decide your aims and desired outcomes before you start writing. If a report is well 
planned, you will spend less time re-drafting it. There are five basic steps to planning: 

1. Define the aim – what is the purpose of the report?  
2. Gather all ideas and information.  
3. Select relevant ideas and information.  
4. Structure your work.  
5. Write and present the report.  

Defining your aim 

Ask yourself some questions, for example: 

 Why am I writing this?  

 What is the objective (i.e. what do I want to achieve)?  

 Who is the target audience (i.e. who will be reading this)?  

 What does the reader want to know?  

 How will the reader use the information?  

 When is the report needed (when is my deadline)?  

Once you have the answers, you will be clearer about the content requirement in terms of quantity, level 
and presentation.  

Gathering ideas and information 

What do you already know? Make some notes. Remember your aims and concentrate 
on the questions that will be in your audience’s mind. By doing this, you will highlight 
only relevant ideas. 

Set the notes aside for a while. When you come back to them with a fresh mind, you 
will be able to see some consistency and structure in your ideas, which will help shape 
your work. 

At this stage, think about gathering information to supplement your ideas. It is easy to put in too many 
facts, so select only those relevant to your report. You can gather information from a variety of sources: 
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reports; meeting notes; colleagues; other experts; the media; the internet; books; magazines; newspapers; 
journals; official statistics etc. 

Once you have chosen your sources, make notes on them and reflect on what you’re reading. This will help 
you decide what is most relevant. If you are going to reference any of this information in the report, make 
sure that you note down exactly where it has come from. 

Selecting ideas and information 

Are all your ideas and information relevant? Review the content of your report. Cut out anything that is not 
absolutely necessary. Consider using appendices for information that is not essential but useful for readers 
who might wish to go into greater depth. 

Think about the best way of presenting the facts. Graphs, diagrams or other visual representations may 
make some points easier to understand. 

Structuring the report 

At this point you need to think about the structure of the report. Using headings 
and subheadings helps the reader assimilate information and allows you to present 
points in the most logical order.  

A well-thought-out structure also helps you to think more clearly when you are 
deciding where to place your facts. You can then start writing at any point in the 
report (not necessarily the beginning). 

Presenting the report 

Clear presentation makes a complicated report easier to understand. Typed or word-processed reports are 
preferable, presented in a folder or with a plastic cover. Formal reports are generally written in sections, 
with numbered headings. Most reports will include the following elements: 

 Title page  
On the title page, write the name of the report, the name(s) of the author(s) and the date of writing.  

 Acknowledgements 
These are notes of thanks to individuals or organisations for their advice or other contribution to 
the report.  

 Contents page  
The contents page lists all the headings in the report (like chapters 
in a book), with page numbers for sections, illustrations, diagrams 
etc.  

 Executive summary 
The summary is a vital part of the report, as it may well be the only 
element that people read thoroughly. It should set out the main 
message of the report.  

 Terms of reference 
This is the scene setting part of your report, where you inform the readers of the purpose of the 
report and what you intend to achieve. This is often the background to why the report was 
commissioned and any directions or instructions given as to how the report was to be produced.  

 Methodology 
This part summarises how you investigated the subject of the report – how you gathered the 
information, where you took it from and how much information you obtained.  
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 Introduction  
This provides a background to the report, usually outlining the reason why the report is needed, 
and briefly introduces the subject and content to the readers.  

 Analysis of findings  
Analysis forms the main body of the report, where you present and develop your research. It should 
be well set out, with clear headings so that readers can find the information easily. 
 

 Paragraphs in each section should cover one aspect at a time. Visual information may help your 
readers get a better grasp of your ideas. The sequence of the sections should be logical, leading 
from description to analysis, and should include enough relevant information to substantiate the 
conclusions and recommendations of the report.  

 Conclusions 
These follow from the analysis of your research and should be succinct and clear. They should link 
back to your Terms of Reference. No new information should be included here.  

 Recommendations 
This section draws attention to any actions that should follow on from your report. These should 
be specific and derived from the main body of the report, with no new information.  

 References and bibliography 
These sections list items referred to in the report and additional sources of information for readers.  

 Appendices 
Appendices provide detailed supplementary information which was not included in the main body 
of the report. They are usually numbered so that they can be referred to in the main body of the 
report and readers can locate the relevant information easily. Examples of information usually 
added as appendices include financial reports, annual reports, sample questionnaires, raw data and 
key contact information.  

Once you have written the report, put it aside for at least a day before reading it again. This will help you 
to become more detached from it and you will be able to appraise, revise and proofread it more easily.  

  


